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ABSTRACT
Through a methodology of oral history interviews with primary subjects and archival
research, this dissertation explores the creation and evolution of P.S. 25, The Bilingual School,
the first Spanish-English bilingual elementary school in New York City, as well as the entire
Northeast. The Bilingual School, founded in 1968, was a product of the civil rights movement in
the United States and one key manifestation of that movement in New York City, the struggle for
community control of schools.
Latinos in general and Puerto Ricans in particular have been written out of the official
narrative of the educational civil rights movement in New York City, although they played an
integral role. This dissertation attempts to examine the contours of their participation through
the lens of the creation of a single school, P.S. 25. In so doing, I highlight the singular
contribution of Puerto Ricans in changing the educational landscape of New York City. The
story of P.S. 25 also contributes to the body of literature that challenges the dominant narrative
of the Bronx as solely a zone of destruction and despair during the 1960s and 1970s.
P.S. 25 exemplified the ideas of the movement for community control, confounding the
conventional wisdom that community control of schools was attempted but failed in New York
City. Its story contributes to a new narrative: that social justice movements of the 1960s did
indeed lead to successful education reform, creating high-quality schools accountable to the
communities they served. An examination of P.S. 25 during its early years gives us an indication
of how education in New York City might have developed if the community control movement
had prevailed. This dissertation explores why P.S. 25 succeeded in its endeavors whereas
schools with similar goals in the same years failed.
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Bold in its efforts to break with the status quo in language policy, pedagogy, curriculum,
personnel and parental involvement, P.S. 25 served as a model for future bilingual schools in
New York and as a petri dish for the fomentation of leadership in the field of bilingual education.
Its history demonstrates how a group of committed educators in one school worked to realize
activist goals that have had a lasting impact on the education of Latino and other marginalized
students up to the present day.
While this dissertation tells the story of the founding and development of P.S. 25, it is at
once the story of a little-known manifestation of the civil rights movement and the War on
Poverty. The War on Poverty brought not just federal money but a philosophy that enabled
communities to forge solutions for educational problems on their own terms. Through an
examination of the founding and growth of P.S. 25, The Bilingual School, we can see one such
design realized on the ground in the South Bronx. P.S. 25’s restructuring of standing educational
paradigms represented a logical outcome of the War on Poverty’s maxim of “maximum feasible
participation” of the poor. With autonomy and funding to back them, the founders of P.S. 25
created a prototype that I call a “Latino bilingual/bicultural community school.”
For the original visionaries of the Bilingual School, the purpose of bilingualism was not
only to facilitate English acquisition and integration into American society but to reinforce the
value of cultural and linguistic pluralism for Puerto Ricans and all Americans. At its inception,
P.S. 25 exemplified this vision through a developmental bilingual education model and was
poised to set the standard for bilingual education throughout New York City. This dissertation
examines how upon implementation of the Aspira Consent Decree in 1974, transitional bilingual
education programs became the new norm for bilingual students, thus destroying the possibility
for a wide scale replication and expansion of the P.S. 25 model.
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An analysis of P.S. 25 during its early years gives us an indication of how a school
realized the demands of the Puerto Rican community in the 1960s in the form of holistic,
decolonizing, community-centered bilingual and multicultural primary schooling. A look at P.S.
25 benefits all those interested in the education of English learners and the creation of bilingual
subjects in today’s schools. An understanding of the unique pedagogical model, curriculum and
environment established at P.S. 25 can provide social justice educators with an educational
alternative that is both practical and additive.

Keywords: Urban Education, Elementary Education, Curriculum and Instruction, Educational
Leadership, Bilingual Education, Multicultural Education, Puerto Ricans, Latino Civil Rights
Movement, New York City History, Educational Administration and Supervision, Language and
Literacy Education
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Introduction
P.S. 25, The Bilingual School, opened its doors in September 1968 and continues in
operation until the present day. Located on 149th Street and Tinton Avenue in the Mott Haven
section of the South Bronx, P.S. 25 was the first Spanish-English bilingual elementary school in
New York City, as well as the entire Northeast. The school sought to establish a new model of
education for minority children in inner city neighborhoods. Its creation came about because
local leaders, responding to community demands, organized to take on the city’s educational
establishment and won. Its founding resulted from a history of struggle on the part of Puerto
Ricans in New York City for control of their own schools and for quality education for their
children.
The establishment of P.S. 25 grew out of the community control movement in New York
City, and the school made the demands of the movement concrete. For the Puerto Ricans who
participated in the movement for community control of schools in New York City in the 1960s,
cultural and linguistic equality in instruction in the form of bilingual/multicultural education
stood as one of their key demands. For Puerto Ricans, community control was synonymous with
bilingual education. The well-organized community in the South Bronx, under the strong
leadership of Evelina Antonetty, overcame the bureaucratic stultification that reigned at the
Board of Education and successfully instituted this new educational paradigm at P.S. 25.
Its founders envisioned the Bilingual School as a community school not only for Latino
students, but for all students from the South Bronx community. The school’s staff tried to make
the experience at the school as fruitful for African Americans as it was for Puerto Ricans,
although that does not mean the experiment was embraced equally by both communities.
Bilingual education was championed primarily by Puerto Ricans, but the founders of P.S. 25
1

ensured that those African American students who participated in their project of cultural and
linguistic reclamation likewise benefitted from it. The educators at P.S. 25 took as much care
and attention in preparing the Spanish as a Second Language program as they did the English as
a Second Language program. Their multicultural curriculum and materials, in addition to
exploring Puerto Rican history and culture, also incorporated African American history and
culture. The story of P.S. 25 thus contributes to a new line of exploration in civil rights research:
an understanding of how the educational civil rights movement operated across ethnic
community lines.1
The battle for Puerto Rican and ethnic studies is usually associated with colleges and
universities when, in fact, P.S. 25 created a curriculum highlighting the history and culture of
Puerto Ricans and African Americans at the elementary school without a fight (Biondi, 2012;
Rogers, 2012). P.S. 25 successfully challenged mainstream EuroAmerican-centric curricular
biases and pioneered its project in epistemic diversity in the late 1960s, just as the United
Federation of Teachers was quashing similar experiments in community-centered education in
New York City. A knowledge of this historical context makes the achievements of P.S. 25 even
more noteworthy.
In the face of decades of schools in New York City failing Puerto Rican children by
forcing them to conform in assimilationist, monolingual schools, the Puerto Rican community in
the South Bronx took matters into their own hands and forged a decolonizing educational
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Missing in the literature on Black-Brown relations during the civil rights movement is an account of the
educational movement for bilingual education for Puerto Rican native Spanish speakers and African American
native English speakers alike. See Brian D. Behnken (2015, Fall/Winter) COMPARATIVE CIVIL RIGHTS: Notes
on the field of Black-Brown relations and multiethnic freedom struggles. Journal of Civil and Human Rights, 1(2),
212-230 for a discussion on this new area of scholarship which examines the African American and Latino/a civil
rights struggles within a relational framework.
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project. Bold in its efforts to break with the status quo in language policy, pedagogy, curriculum,
and personnel, P.S. 25 served as a model for future bilingual schools in New York and as a petri
dish for the fomentation of leadership in the field of bilingual education. Its Puerto Rican
administration and bilingual teaching staff, with a commitment to parent involvement, to
bilingualism and multiculturalism, and to educating children of their own community, created a
radical educational model that was ahead of its time and would still be considered so today. P.S.
25 paved the way for future bilingual/bicultural programs and schools in New York City and
around the country.
P.S. 25’s outsized influence on the field of bilingual education reverberates strongly
today through the programs and people it cultivated. Among the distinguished educators who
trace their roots to P.S. 25, The Bilingual School are Sonia Nieto, a renowned education scholar
whose work emphasizes multicultural education and social justice, political leader Congressman
José Serrano of the Bronx, Puerto Rican native Bronx writer Abraham Rodriguez, Jr., and
countless others who went on to become administrators and found new bilingual schools.
Since their migration to the mainland en masse in the 1940s, scholars as well as
politicians have attributed to the Puerto Rican community a culture of poverty. This dissertation
gives an historical account of community-based activism that counters that narrative. Through
the parent-led organizing that led to the creation of the school, to the primary materials created
by parents to take control and demand accountability of their neighborhood schools to the
ultimate creation of the first bilingual school, Puerto Ricans in the South Bronx showed that with
the necessary resources they could control their destinies as they best saw fit.
In the 1960s and 70s, many Puerto Ricans began to view what was happening on the
mainland as an extension of the colonial project on the island. In Puerto Rico, the colonization
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process was articulated, manifested and implemented in the schools through curriculum and
instruction in the English language. The colonial experience took on unique configurations in
New York. The particular characteristics of racism and language mitigated against the
assimilation of Puerto Ricans. The 1960s and 70s were a time when Puerto Ricans rejected the
formal equality afforded them under a colonial structure and demanded real equality through
control over their community institutions. In the absence of meaningful school reform, the
deepening crisis in the Puerto Rican community birthed a radical model of education.
A federal government committed to ending poverty by empowering the poor and
minorities to craft solutions to their own problems provided the conditions necessary for this
successful experiment to take place. While this dissertation tells the story of the founding and
development of P.S. 25, a single school begun in 1968 in the South Bronx, it is also at once the
story of a little-known manifestation of the civil rights movement and the War on Poverty. A
look at how P.S. 25 came into being gives us an exact picture of how the War on Poverty’s
community action component played out on the ground in the Puerto Rican community in the
South Bronx. Moreover, a consideration of the development of P.S. 25’s original and innovative
pedagogy and curriculum shows how Title VII monies enabled the Puerto Rican community to
fashion a school for its own, a topic that until now has not received adequate scholarly attention.
With autonomy and funding to back them, the founders of P.S. 25 created a prototype that I call
a “Latino bilingual/bicultural community school.”
A product of a particular time and place, P.S. 25’s remarkable birth and success would
not have been so wide-reaching if not for the federal government’s financial commitment to
uplifting poor communities through programs of the War on Poverty. Its opening in 1968
allowed the founders to avail themselves of funding that became available through Title I of the
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Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 1965, and Title VII of the same legislation in 1968.
The War on Poverty would not have come about if not for nationwide civil rights protests. The
funds it provided, in turn, allowed communities in poor inner-city neighborhoods such as the
South Bronx to establish grassroots organizations to advocate for and meet their needs. Such
was the case with United Bronx Parents, which began on a shoestring budget but eventually got
regular federal funding through War on Poverty programs to support its mobilization of parents
in the South Bronx to demand quality, bilingual education. It was through the energetic, direct
actions of its members that permission to create the first Spanish-English bilingual school in
New York City was won.
Although bilingual education in the form of so-called dual language programs has
garnered renewed support by the De Blasio administration, it does not resemble the original
mandate for developmental bilingual education2 as initially envisioned by the pioneers of
Spanish-English bilingual education in New York City in the 1960s (Chapman, April 4, 2016;
Harris, January 14, 2015). A look at the novel shape its founders gave bilingual education when
they started P.S. 25, The Bilingual School in comparison to bilingual education as practiced in
schools in the present day reveals an erosion of original ideals. Whereas the developmental
bilingual education program the founders designed for language minority as well as Englishdominant students at P.S. 25 constituted an additive bilingual model for children in an

2

Originally referred to as maintenance bilingual education programs, maintenance/developmental bilingual
education programs “aim to develop English proficiency, but also to develop academic proficiency in the native
language” (August & Hakuta, 1998 in García, 2009, p. 125).
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impoverished neighborhood, today’s dual language programs are intended to attract middle-class
English-dominant students in equal numbers to language minority students.3
Bilingual education has come to be associated with the transitional bilingual education
model of education, in which language minority students transfer to content classes solely in
English as quickly as possible. Aside from the criticism these programs have received from
right-wing demagogues who question any pedagogy that strays from Anglo norms and English
immersion, transitional bilingual education has been critiqued by language researchers who have
found it to be a less effective form of language instruction than developmental bilingual
education (Cummins, 1979b, 2000; Ramírez, 1992; Verhoeven, 1991a). Transitional bilingual
education programs and their subtractive model of language instruction became the norm in New
York City ever since the signing of the Aspira Consent Decree in 1974 (Reyes, 2006; Santiago
Santiago, 1978). A subtractive model of bilingual education is one that fails to build on students’
linguistic skills, knowledge, or cultural background and promotes linguistic and cultural
assimilation (Valenzuela, 1999). Few people know that the original proponents in New York
viewed bilingual education differently, from an additive perspective. At its inception, P.S. 25
exemplified this original vision of a developmental bilingual education model. An
understanding of the unique bilingual education pedagogical model as well as the multicultural
curriculum established at P.S. 25 can provide current social justice educators with a worthy
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Ofelia García (2009) defines additive bilingualism as “a model under which the second language is added to the
person’s repertoire and the two languages are maintained.” She notes that “bilingualism for prestigious groups and
the elite has always been additive” (p. 52). Bilingual education in the 21st century: A global perspective. West
Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell. Also, see “Schools are incredibly segregated, but two languages could help” on how
dual language programs attract middle class students. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/dual-language-schooldesegregation_564cc274e4b031745cef329a; Guadalupe Valdés (Fall 1997), Dual-language immersion programs: A
cautionary note concerning the education of language-minority students, Harvard Educational Review, 67(3), pp.
391-429 for an admonition on the possible deleterious effects of incorporating middle-class native English speakers
into bilingual programs with language minority students.
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educational alternative that is both practical and additive. Unfortunately, today at P.S. 25, the
original bilingual education model has become diluted to one of transitional bilingual education
through reforms from above, including the Aspira Consent Decree, and subsequent versions of
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.
Latinos in general and Puerto Ricans in particular have been written out of the official
narrative of the educational civil rights movement in New York City, although they played an
integral role.4 In the North, the civil rights movement took the form of struggles to reform the
schools—first to integrate them and then to democratize them through community control.
Puerto Ricans participated in both efforts, most notably in the fight for community control,
although the literature largely ignores their engagement.5 This dissertation attempts to examine
the contours of their participation through the lens of the creation of a single school, the first
Spanish-English bilingual public elementary school in the entire Northeast. In so doing, I hope
to highlight the singular contribution of Puerto Ricans in changing the educational landscape of
New York City.
Furthermore, in spite of its singular influence on bilingual education in New York City
and even throughout the country, the history of P.S. 25 has never been fully examined or
documented and remains unknown except by a few educators from the bilingual education

4

See Sonia S. Lee (2014) Building a Latino civil rights movement: Puerto Ricans, African Americans, and the
pursuit of racial justice in New York City. Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press for a recent and solid
attempt to rectify this absence.
5

Jerald Podair’s (2000) The strike that changed New York, the most prominent book on the 1968 community control
experimental district in Ocean Hill-Brownsville/Brownsville, Brooklyn, never mentions Puerto Ricans or bilingual
education, even though the city’s first Puerto Rican principal instituted the first bilingual experiment under its
auspices. Diane Ravitch (2000), in her seminal work on the movement for community control in New York City
The great school wars: A history of the New York City public schools, never refers to bilingual education, and barely
makes reference to Puerto Ricans in the movement.
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community. In my effort to uncover this history, I hope to contribute to the recovery of a time of
optimism, possibility, and creative solutions to the ills that plagued the public school system,
especially for language minority students. Above all, P.S. 25 represents an engagement with the
politics of dignity, respect, and recognition. I endeavor to restore the record for the benefit of all
who seek educational equity in the present and can learn from a model of grassroots activism and
community control.
The official narrative of the New York City movement for community control of schools
contends that the movement ended in failure (Perlstein, 2004; Podair, 2000; Ravitch, 2000).
However, the success of P.S. 25, with its incorporation of parental participation as a central tenet
of its educational philosophy, forces us to reevaluate the official conclusion. Remarkably, P.S.
25 managed to avoid the destruction that befell the community control experimental districts and
other attempts at bilingual education, such as in District 1.6 In fact, it was born in September
1968, just as the demise of community control was occurring in other parts of the city. It
survived through the 1970s Decentralization era, serving as a model for new bilingual schools
that arose during this time. This dissertation will explore why P.S. 25 succeeded in its endeavors
whereas schools with similar goals in the same years failed.
This dissertation also seeks to contribute to the new body of literature that attempts to
rectify the official record of the South Bronx as a site of decimation in the 1960s and 70s.7 Little

6

See Annette Rubinstein’s interview with Luis Fuentes in A.T. Rubinstein (Ed.). (1970). Schools against children.
New York: Monthly Review Press and also, James Jennings and Francisco Chapman (1998), Puerto Ricans and the
community control movement: An interview with Luis Fuentes in Andrés Torres & José E. Velázquez (1998) The
Puerto Rican movement: Voices from the diaspora for accounts of the destruction of the first experiment in SpanishEnglish bilingual education under the community control movement.
7
See Emita Brady Hill & Janet Butler Munch (Eds). (2014). Bronx faces and voices: Sixteen stories of courage and
community. Lubbock, TX: Texas Tech University Press which expands on the themes of Jill Jonnes’ excellent
examinations of the South Bronx: We’re still here: The rise, fall and resurrection of the South Bronx (1986) and its
sequel: South Bronx rising: The rise, fall, and resurrection of an American city (2002) by featuring individual stories
of men and women who stayed through the 1960s and 1970s and contributed to strengthening and rebuilding their
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has been written about those who fought the destruction, and in the process strengthened and
rebuilt their communities during this period. Surrounded by burned out lots, drug dealers, and
addicts, at times, raging fires, and attacked by a teachers’ union that actively sought to annihilate
their experiment, a group of young committed educators dedicated to an alternative vision of
education established a creative and innovative model for educating the students of the Bronx.
Those associated with the school at that time describe their experience at P.S. 25 as formative to
their life’s work.
In order to understand how P.S. 25 came to be established in the South Bronx of 1968, it
is necessary to understand the history of Puerto Rican migration to the mainland, Puerto Ricans’
reception in New York City, the civil rights battles of the 1950s and 1960s, and the fight for
community control of the public schools in the same years. P.S. 25 embodied the aspirations of
the Puerto Rican community for an educational model they thought best served their children. It
must be viewed as one in a long line of Puerto Rican achievements that advanced their civil
rights in New York City. In Chapter 1, I explain the circumstances that led to its creation,
including Puerto Rican migration to the mainland, Puerto Rican student failure in New York City
schools, and prior attempts at education reform.

communities. These accounts balance the standard narrative of authors such as Robert Caro (1974). The power
broker: Robert Moses and the fall of New York. New York: Random House, Inc. and Marshall Berman (1982). All
that is solid melts into air: The experience of modernity. Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books and Marshall
Berman & Brian Berger, (Eds). (2007). New York calling: From blackout to Bloomberg. London, England:
Reaktion Books, Ltd., that maintain the construction of the Cross Bronx Expressway from 1948-1972 destroyed
neighborhoods and community in the South Bronx, leaving it a site of decimation.
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Chapter 1: The Social, Historical, and Educational Context of New York City
and the Puerto Rican Community from the 1940s to the 1960s
The schools have mounted an attack on the child who speaks Spanish and who is
different; an attack to force him to give this up. What happens as a result is that the child
is ashamed of himself and his parents, and ashamed of his speaking Spanish. This hurts
these children’s motivation and ability to learn. Because, you know, if you don’t think
well of yourself you are not going to be able to achieve in the learning of a new language,
or in the learning of new skills. (Antonia Pantoja, US. Senate, 1970, 3688)
Americanization processes, all other things being equal…may be counterproductive for
educational achievement. (Rubén Rumbaut, 1995, p. 52)

Introduction
Achieving biliteracy and bilingualism for all students was the goal of P.S. 25, and
graduation ceremonies presented an opportunity to showcase this achievement. In 1968,
producing bilingual graduates by the end of sixth grade was an unheard-of achievement, and
those present at the first graduation ceremony could appreciate its significance. The first
graduating class in 1969 consisted of children who had already entered the school in an upper
grade. The teachers chose two “valedictorians.” One was an African American girl, Kim Nixon,
who had come into the school not knowing any Spanish. The other was Jorge Ortíz, a Puerto
Rican boy whose mother, Ramonita Ortíz, would become active in the school. Kim Nixon gave
her valedictory talk in Spanish and Jorge Ortíz gave his speech in English. The impact was
incredibly moving and impactful:
Hernán LaFontaine: I tell you, there were a lot of wet eyes. It was hard to stay dry
when we heard that.
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Evelyn Colón:

I mean, you've gotta understand, the model like that (was)
revolutionary, you know what I mean? (personal communication,
January 13, 2013).

In 1969, the teachers, parents and staff of P.S. 25 understood the groundbreaking nature
of the students’ mastery of a second language. It was radical in 1968-1969 to educate children in
Spanish, a language looked down upon as the language of immigrants and considered inferior to
the dominant English. Only a small number of public schools in the United States embraced
Spanish-English bilingual education, and none did so in New York City or anywhere else within
the northeastern United States. Even today, maintenance or developmental bilingual programs of
the kind that P.S. 25 pioneered, that maintain the home language of language minorities as they
develop proficiency in English while English-speaking students also learn a new language, are
still a rarity in public schools.
In order to understand how this innovative educational experiment in urban education
came to be, it is necessary to appreciate the history of Puerto Rican migration to the mainland,
Puerto Ricans' reception in New York City, Puerto Rican student failure in New York City
schools, and, in the face of official intransigence, prior futile attempts at reform. Shaped by their
colonial status, racial composition, social class, and the economic circumstances in New York
City in the post-World War II era, Puerto Ricans had a unique trajectory of incorporation into
U.S. society which must be considered to comprehend the particular nature of their civil rights
demands. Education was a critical component of the U.S. colonial project in Puerto Rico, which
the New York City Board of Education replicated. P.S. 25 must be viewed as a response to these
different factors, with the community taking command of their children’s education after decades
of systemic neglect. P.S. 25 represented a major preliminary achievement in a long line of
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struggle by Puerto Ricans to advance their educational civil rights and linguistic and cultural
self-determination in New York City.
In this chapter, I will explore the events that made the creation of the first SpanishEnglish bilingual school in New York City possible, with all its potential to serve as a model for
culturally pluralistic inner-city education. I argue that the historical contours of Puerto Rican
migration, settlement and educational experiences in New York City from the 1940s to the 1960s
led to the Puerto Rican community creating a school for their own. Furthermore, I contend that a
successful school model for educating Puerto Rican newcomers did exist at Benjamin Franklin
High School which the Board of Education could have replicated but chose not to. At Benjamin
Franklin High School, Leonard Covello, the renowned Italian-American educator and
intellectual, proposed cultural pluralism and incorporation of bilingual education as the better
educational path for new immigrants. The community-centered bilingual/bicultural education
program for Puerto Rican students at Benjamin Franklin High School represented an
unacknowledged predecessor to P.S. 25.
Colonial Citizenship
One cannot consider the Puerto Rican experience on the mainland without an
understanding of Puerto Rico’s unique status as a colonial territory of the United States. Even
before the United States took possession of Puerto Rico, for 400 years, they suffered from
exploitation by the imperial power of Spain. Then in 1898, within a month of gaining
independence from Spain, the United States took possession of the island in the SpanishAmerican War. The U.S. government decided that the new territory was to be held indefinitely
and governed by Congress. Under the “Territorial Clause” of the U.S. Constitution (Article IV,
section 3), Congress even has the right to trade or sell Puerto Rico without consulting the Puerto
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Ricans. Although U.S. citizens, Puerto Ricans living on the island cannot take part in
presidential elections. And although they pay Social Security and Medicare taxes, their benefits
are capped at a much lower level, nor can they benefit from federal programs like the earned
income tax credit (EITC) (Macewan, November 7, 2015).
In 1900, when the U.S. government outlawed Puerto Rican currency and exchanged
Puerto Rican pesos for dollars at only 60 cents to the dollar, American banks descended upon the
island to purchase land at a steep discount (Denis, 2015). In addition, new colonial property
taxes led to numerous land foreclosures. New foreign owners and a few U.S. banks took
advantage of the situation to gain monopoly control of land and begin the process of converting a
once-diversified island harvest into a one-crop production of sugar (Denis, 2015). Puerto Rico’s
lack of political sovereignty, its economic subjugation, and the introduction of a single-crop
economy led directly to mass migration beginning in the 1940s, a trend which continues to the
present day (Rodríguez, Sánchez Korrol, & Alers, 1996).
Since 1898, the island’s dominant economic sectors—including tobacco manufacturing,
the sugar industry, fruit production, railroads, banks, steamship lines, lesser businesses, and
public utilities—have been controlled by U.S. corporations. The effect of this domination has
been that income generated in Puerto Rico has been sent abroad and not reinvested in the
national economy. The priority of foreign capital has never been to provide adequate
employment for Puerto Ricans (Bernabé, 2015). Mass unemployment became a permanent
feature of the Puerto Rican economy, as well as low wages, high poverty rates, and income
inequality, all factors feeding a steady stream of migration.
The public schools in Puerto Rico played a central role in the configuration of a new
colonial society set on undertaking a profound transformation of the social, political, and cultural
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mores of the country (Del Moral, 2013). The United States saw the educational system as an
instrument to ensure the stability of the colonial relationship, and the English language the means
of implementing this policy. The US-appointed Commissioner of Education mandated that
students in all schools begin their days saluting the American flag, reciting the Pledge of
Allegiance, as well as singing the national anthem, all in English (Trias Monge, 1997). In 1909,
the Commissioner prohibited the speaking of Spanish in all public schools with all violators,
students, or teachers, subject to punishment (Crawford, 1992; EPICA Task Force, 1976).
Scholars have argued that policy makers undermined the cultural heritage of Puerto
Ricans in order to pave the way for the island’s Americanization (Acosta-Belén & Santiago,
2006; Negrón de Montilla, 1971). Furthermore, the island’s centralized bureaucratic structure is
based on the U.S. educational model. Implicit in this model is the assumption that the U.S.
education system is superior and should be emulated. Textbooks presented a distorted view of
Puerto Rican history, eliminating any mention of Puerto Rican heroes and patriots, emphasizing
that Puerto Rico’s history “began” in 1898 (EPICA Task Force, 1976). These texts described
Puerto Rico as “small,” and presented images of an affluent and powerful U.S. society.
Puerto Ricans who migrated to the mainland were acutely aware of the colonial nature of
the Puerto Rican educational system and its contempt for indigenous Puerto Rican customs,
ideals, and language. At an Aspira conference in May 1968, Frank Bonilla, Professor of Political
Science at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology stated, “(W)e are not here merely to defend
the life chances of a small fraction of the millions of youngsters in American schools. We are
here to defend the future of mainland Puerto Ricans and those from the island” (Aspira, 1968, p.
2). More or less simultaneously in time, Puerto Ricans on the island and in New York City
fought to rid themselves of a colonial form of education in both places and replace it with an
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indigenously created and oriented one. Educators on the island and on the mainland sought to
develop Puerto Ricans’ self-respect and understanding as well as their creativity and ability for
self-determination through a new focus on their own heritage. In order to put an end to the
process of colonization through education, they sought to instill an orientation and pride in native
traditions and culture and dispel the myth of a foreign culture as “superior” or “more developed.”
A reversal of the omission of their history, culture and language would form the basis of the
pedagogical philosophy to be put in place by the Puerto Rican educators and founders of P.S. 25
in the South Bronx.
The Great Migration: Puerto Ricans Come to New York
Because of the circumstances of their migration, Puerto Ricans can be called reluctant
migrants. Evelina Antonetty, founder and Executive Director of United Bronx Parents who
fought for the creation of P.S. 25, commented on her feelings about her own migration to New
York City, sentiments that reflect those of many of her compatriots:
I came here when I was 10 years old. I’ve always felt that I was an exile, that I really
never wanted to come. That I envy my fellow Puerto Ricans who are there, and I’ve
always felt that my bags are packed and that I’m ready to leave. However, the reality of
it is that all our lives we’ve been here, and we have had to, if not get used to it, but accept
it. I will never give up, though, I’m saying that I shall retire to the island and I intend to
do that, but this is always a dream with us Puerto Ricans because we are not here because
of our great desire to be here but because the conditions were such that we had to come
here (Evelina Antonetty, interview with Angela Gillian, August 1984.)
The influx of Puerto Ricans to New York City beginning in the 1940s was made possible
by an easing of wartime travel restrictions. During World War II, boat travel had been
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suspended, so that Puerto Ricans could not leave by boat for the mainland until 1944. Then, with
the advent of cheap air travel in 1945, the massive air migration of the population began,
practically equaling the great African-American migration of the first two decades of the
twentieth century (Glazer & Moynihan, 1963; Johanek & Puckett, 2010). While some experts
attributed the exodus from the island to population overgrowth, nationalists saw it as a
consequence of economic circumstances (Guerra, 1948; Nieto, 2000; Sánchez Korrol, 1994).
In 1940, under the leadership of Luis Muñoz Marín, the Popular Democratic Party (PDP)
won the elections in Puerto Rico. With their victory, and in the context of World War II, a
redefinition of the colonial relationship began, culminating with the declaration of
“Commonwealth” status on July 25, 1952. In the 1940s and 1950s, Governor Muñoz Marín,
with borrowed U.S. government funds, implemented a program of light manufacturing on the
island known as “Operación Manos a la Obra” or “Operation Bootstrap” in English. Its plan was
to entice U.S. companies to set up shop in Puerto Rico by offering labor at costs below those on
the mainland, access to U.S. markets without import duties, and profits that could enter the
country free from federal taxation. As part of this same economic program, a planned migration
of a sizeable portion of the labor force was calculated (Gerena Valentín & Rodriguez-Fraticelli,
2013; Pedraza, 2013; Sánchez-Korrol, 1994). The demand for cheap labor for its manufacturing
and service industries also propelled migrants to come to New York (Freeman, 2000; Pedraza,
2013).
The Puerto Rican population in New York City between 1940 and 1970 rose
vertiginously. It changed from 61,463 in 1940, to 254,880 in 1950 and 860,584 in 1970
(Sánchez-Korrol, 1994, p. 213). By the mid-1960s the transnational nature of Puerto Rican
migration became apparent, with the number of those return migrating to the island equaling that
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of those coming to the mainland (Bonilla & Colón, 1979). From 1969 to 1973, 51,000 Puerto
Rican youth traveled from Puerto Rico to New York City and 63,000 returned to Puerto Rico
from New York City (Nieto, 2000). Schools and other government institutions, however, treated
Puerto Ricans as if they were foreign immigrants and not citizens with a constitutional right to
travel within national borders (Centro, 1979; Santiago Santiago, 1986). Migdalia Romero, an
early teacher at P.S. 25 and a professor of bilingual education, recalled that Puerto Ricans used to
be issued ID cards in the 1940s and 1950s by the Migration Office to serve as proof that they
were U.S citizens. (personal communication, October 7, 2015).
Puerto Ricans in New York City in the 1940s-1960s
To be Latino in New York City during the 1940s-1960s was virtually synonymous with
being Puerto Rican (Esperanza Martell, personal communication, February 4, 2015; Zentella,
1997). By virtue of their U.S. citizenship, they technically were not immigrants, but rather, a
native minority population. But in spite of their citizenship, life in New York was not easy for
Puerto Rican migrants. They were forced to live in segregated, substandard housing conditions,
and their arrival in neighborhoods until then populated by other ethnic groups created friction as
the older groups perceived their encroachment as a threat (Biondi, 2003; Freeman, 2000; Gerena
Valentín & Rodriguez-Fraticelli, 2013). The vast majority worked at the lowest-level jobs such
as unskilled laborers in factories and as porters and domestic workers (Freeman, 2000; Glazer &
Moynihan, 1963; Rodríguez, 1996b). The dominant white society considered them inferior
because of their racial makeup, language and culture.
Puerto Rican settlement into a few densely-populated sections of the city facilitated the
creation of institutions which preserved their cultural identity. It also helped ease the transition
of migrants into a strange new environment while serving as a magnet for continued migration
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from the island (Chenault, 1938; Sánchez-Korrol, 1997). These ethnic neighborhoods also
served to preserve the Spanish language, as Spanish was the exclusive language of
communication in the home and community. Spanish shaped the environment of these
communities, from the Spanish church services to the Spanish-language newspapers and
magazines that residents relied on for news. One of these periodicals, Revista de Artes y Letras
(Revista), published from 1933 until 1945, was committed to the preservation of the Spanish
language among the Puerto Rican community in New York. In addition, as early as the 1930s,
Revista served as an advocate for the language and educational rights of Puerto Ricans in New
York. In its articles, Revista discussed the discrimination Puerto Rican students suffered based
on language when they transferred from schools on the island and were frequently placed in
classes for the “mentally retarded” or forced to repeat grades (Sánchez-Korrol, 1994). The
periodical also expressed the views of parent groups that advocated for bilingual education and
the hiring of bilingual school staff. What we see from Revista is that the issues that P.S. 25
tackled head on had been expressed as concerns by Puerto Rican parents in New York going
back at least to the 1930s.
Puerto Rican migration to New York City paralleled the migration of southern Blacks,
but the number of Puerto Ricans who arrived in New York City during the great migration
exceeded the number of African Americans who were arriving at the same time (Fernández,
forthcoming). The timing of the migration between 1950 and 1970 proved to be exceptionally
bad for both Puerto Ricans and Blacks, since it coincided with a period of extreme economic
contraction in the New York metropolitan area. (Freeman, 2000; Rodríguez, 1996b; Sánchez
Korrol & Alers, 1996). In 1960, 60% of the Puerto Rican workforce worked in manufacturing.
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By the end of the 1960s, deindustrialization, automation, and robotization had eliminated many
of the factory jobs held by Blacks and Puerto Ricans.
Compounding the decline of manufacturing jobs in New York, which Puerto Ricans held
in disproportionate numbers, many of the remaining blue-collar jobs transferred to the suburbs
(Freeman, 2000; Rodríguez, 1996; Rodríguez, Sánchez Korrol & Alers, 1996). With the
suburbanization of jobs and the fleeing of the white middle class, the city’s tax base shrunk,
resulting in decreased revenues for the provision of services to a Puerto Rican population whose
needs were increasing. In addition to the dramatic rise in unemployment and reduction in
services, deindustrialization led to deterioration of schools and neighborhoods as well as to
increased feelings of despair and marginalization (Freeman, 2000; Totti & Matos Rodríguez,
2009). The South Bronx, which had developed into the preferred route out of East Harlem and
for social mobility for Puerto Ricans, was particularly affected by this economic decline
(Lemann, 1991).
Further factors affecting the socioeconomic position of Puerto Ricans, as well as southern
Blacks arriving in New York City in great numbers between 1950 and 1970, included racial and
ethnic discrimination, restrictive union policies, inferior educational opportunities, and the
exclusion of Puerto Ricans from government employment. Data from 1950-1970 shows that in
white collar, blue collar, and service jobs, Puerto Rican workers were paid consistently less than
their white and even their Black counterparts (Freeman, 2000; Rodríguez, 1996b). Their
unemployment rates during the same years were also double that of whites and higher than that
of Blacks (Rodríguez, 1996b). Consequently, Puerto Ricans had the lowest incomes in New
York City when compared to both Blacks and whites: 64% of Puerto Ricans in 1970 were lowincome, making under $7,000 per year as compared to 29% of whites and 49% of Blacks
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(Rodríguez, 1996b, p. 42). Also, the proportion of Puerto Rican families living in poverty in
New York City in 1970, defined as making under $3,700 per year, was proportionally higher.
Thirty percent of Puerto Rican families were classified as poor compared to 21% of Blacks and
12% of all families (Rodríguez, 1996, p. 42).
In 1968-1969, the year that P.S. 25 opened, the great majority of Puerto Ricans in poor
neighborhoods like the South Bronx still worked in manufacturing or low-wage service jobs such
as sewing machine operators or kitchen help—in essence, dead-end jobs that no one else wanted.
However, the Bureau of Labor Statistics determined in 1970 that 60% of manufacturing jobs
paid less than required to maintain a minimum standard of living (Spring, Harrison & Vietorisz,
November 5, 1972, p. SM43). In spite of the decrease in manufacturing jobs and their
inadequacy in providing a decent living, the public schools tended to direct Blacks and Puerto
Ricans into blue-collar work (Regional Plan Association, 1972, cited in Rodríguez, 1996). It is
fair to conclude, then, that schools played a role in perpetuating the poverty of Puerto Ricans in
the 1960s and 1970s. Furthermore, while the government served as an employer of last resort for
African Americans in 1970, it did not do so for Puerto Ricans. In 1970, the government
employed 23% of African Americans, but only 12% of Puerto Ricans (Rodríguez, 1996, p. 46).
In 1970, 30% of Puerto Rican families received welfare, a rate that could have been higher given
their extreme levels of poverty. Of those eligible only 56% applied for welfare (Rodríguez,
1996, p. 49). Their continuing migration and increasing numbers exacerbated anti-Puerto Rican
prejudice in the city. City officials became increasingly alarmed by the rapid growth of the
Puerto Rican population. They charged the island government’s migration policies with
exacerbating the city’s social problems (Rodríguez-Fraticelli & Tirado, 1989).
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“The Puerto Rican Problem”
Even as early as the mid-1930s, city workers and agencies, ignoring the colonial context
of their forced migration, considered Puerto Ricans “a problem” (Chenault, 1938; Glazer &
Moynihan, 1963, p. 91). After Puerto Rican students from P.S. 57 in East Harlem performed
poorly on the Army Individual Performance Test, and the Otis Group Test commissioned by the
New York State Chamber of Commerce’s Special Committee on Immigration and
Naturalization, the New York Sun published a headline in December 1935 reading, “Puerto Rican
Pupils a Problem.” In fact, the researchers in the Chamber of Commerce study concluded that
the Puerto Rican students constituted an intellectually inferior group in comparison to other
sectors of the population and recommended that migration from Puerto Rico to the mainland
United States be restricted (Del Moral, 2013).
In response to the report, Leonard Covello, a prominent East Harlem educator and
activist, and principal of Benjamin Franklin High School, along with others, organized a “Racial
Committee” (also known as the Committee for Racial Cooperation), an initiative of the
Community Advisory Council formed in 1935. Its progressive and community-centered
members produced a thorough critique of the IQ test and its methodological flaws (Johanek &
Puckett, 2007; Thomas, 2010). Covello noted how the intelligence of Italian immigrant children
had been similarly impugned by the press after they were administered the Binet IQ test in 1921,
and that the prejudice to which they were subjected was the same as other minority groups
experienced when they first arrived in the United States (Thomas, 2010). The Committee argued
that the Puerto Rican children’s poor performance was entirely due to their lack of knowledge of
English and noted that the children did not constitute a “representative sample” of the population
because they all came from poor families and attended a single underfunded school in Harlem.

21

When Covello told his former student and good friend, Congressman Vito Marcantonio,
about the report, Marcantonio issued a biting public denunciation in the House of
Representatives in June 1936, condemning it as discriminatory and irresponsible (Thomas,
2010). Marcantonio noted that the tests gave inadequate consideration to the social, economic,
linguistic, and environmental factors affecting Puerto Rican student education. His rebuttal
constituted not only a rebuke to the discriminatory effects of standardized tests, but also a
condemnation of those who cast the blame on the background, culture, language, and social class
of Puerto Rican students (Nieto, 1995; Nieto, 2000). This episode in the 1930s presaged later
battles between those wanting to improve the learning conditions of Puerto Rican students and
those eager to maintain the educational status quo.
Covello again came to the defense of the Puerto Rican community when, in 1940, an
article appeared in Scribners magazine depicting Puerto Ricans in a bigoted fashion. Within
days of the article’s publication, Covello called an emergency meeting of the East Harlem
Committee for Racial Cooperation, (Johanek & Puckett, 2007; Thomas, 2010). This
committee’s purpose, as revealed in its prior intervention in 1935 over the IQ tests administered
to Puerto Rican students, was to have the students and the school investigate how they might
play a role in resolving racial and ethnic conflicts that arose in East Harlem. These examples
give insight into the enlightened mindset of Leonard Covello. But his most important
contribution to the Puerto Rican community lay in the creation of an exemplary program at
Benjamin Franklin High School for Puerto Rican newcomers which respected and incorporated
their language and culture which I will discuss below.
Just as Puerto Rican veterans were returning from fighting in WWII and their population
was beginning to grow quickly, the media in New York City created the concept of the “Puerto
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Rican problem” as an explanation for overcrowded housing, high school dropout rates, and rising
unemployment and crime (Meléndez, 2010). In other words, Puerto Ricans became the
scapegoat for the structural problems the city faced, such as the severe housing shortage. In the
context of the city’s educational system, “the Puerto Rican problem” implied that Puerto Rican
students had educational difficulties due to their own presumably inferior culture, language, and
socioeconomic background (Nieto, 1995). In 1947, the government on the island founded the
Migration Division to counter the perpetuation of these negative stereotypes of Puerto Ricans
and to assist migrants with their adjustment to life in New York.
In spite of efforts to counter these negative images, they continued to proliferate even
into the 1950s and extended beyond New York City as Puerto Ricans were blamed for urban
problems (Gerena Valentín & Rodriguez-Fraticelli, 2013). After West Side Story became the
second highest grossing movie and winner of ten Oscars in 1961, the image of the knife-wielding
Puerto Rican gang member became permanently fixed in the national consciousness, and his
gang, the Sharks, became the Puerto Ricans to middle America (González, n.d.). Other popular
works such as Down These Mean Streets and Oscar Lewis’s study, La Vida, also perpetuated a
negative image of the Puerto Rican (Nuñez, 2009).
Over the next few decades activists worked continuously to counter this stereotypical
image and to improve opportunities for Puerto Ricans and Latinos in general. Puerto Ricans
established self-advocacy organizations during the 1950s including the Desfile Puertorriqueno,
the Puerto Rican Association for Community Affairs, and El Congreso del Pueblo (The Council
of Hometown Clubs). In 1957, social worker Antonia Pantoja helped establish The Puerto Rican
Forum, the main organization devoted to addressing Puerto Rican issues in the United States. It
in turn spawned other smaller Puerto Rican organizations. In 1961, Pantoja went on to found
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Aspira, an organization devoted to promoting higher education and leadership in the Puerto
Rican community.
Efforts by the Puerto Rican community to counter negative media images included the
formation of the Puerto Rican Education Action Media Council in 1972 by a group of activists
including Diana Caballero and Esperanza Martell (Gerena Valentín & Rodriguez-Fraticelli,
2013). Their protest actions led to the establishment of the first Spanish-English bilingual
program on public television in the United States, Realidades, which broadcast on Channel 13
(Berg, December 17, 1972, p. D23). Other successful projects included “Operation Jimmy
Shine,” in December 1968 to protest the firing of a Puerto Rican actress in a Broadway play
starring and directed by Dustin Hoffman; and the Committee Against Fort Apache, which in
1980 launched a campaign against the movie “Fort Apache,” which depicted the South Bronx
and its residents as violent and debauched (Gerena Valentín & Rodriguez-Fraticelli, 2013; Pérez,
1985; Raab, February 6, 1981; UBP, n.d.).
Puerto Ricans in New York City Schools
Education was a critical building block of the U.S. colonial project in Puerto Rico, and
the dynamics of that process were then replicated in New York. However bad the schools were
on the island, when Puerto Ricans migrated to the mainland, their educational outcomes
deteriorated significantly, leading educators to question how it was possible in the richest region
in the richest country of the world for its population to fare no better than children in third world
countries (Bonilla, 1968, cited in Aspira, 1968).
As their population grew in New York City, Puerto Rican student enrollment in the
public school system became proportionally higher. The Division of Elementary Schools
conducted the first separate count of the number of Puerto Rican students in New York City
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schools in 1949, at which time they reported their number to be 28,712. Out of this total, they
reported 8,828 did not speak English (Board, 1958). In response to the demands of the Puerto
Rican community, the Board, with equal money provided by the Ford Foundation, from 19531957 undertook a major investigation of Puerto Rican children in New York City schools known
as The Puerto Rican Study. I will describe this study in the section titled “Tentative Responses.”
In 1953, Puerto Rican students constituted 10.9% of the total enrollment in elementary
schools and 40% of them were learning English according to Board estimates (Board, 1958). By
1958, Puerto Rican children constituted 15% of the total enrollment of city schools; and in
Manhattan public schools their numbers had reached 28% of the total student body (Board,
1958). By 1966, Puerto Ricans constituted 21% of the total school population in the city public
schools (Castellanos, 1983). By the 1967-1968 school year, the year before P.S. 25 opened, the
estimated Puerto Rican enrollment in New York City public schools peaked at 244,458, a 60%
increase from 1960 (Margolis, 1968).
The New York City public school system was wholly unprepared to deal with this new
population of Spanish-speaking migrants and did not make attempts to serve their linguistic and
cultural needs (García, 2009; Nieto, 2000). Although the Puerto Rican migratory experience
flouted most models of social incorporation, the Board of Education continued to frame
educational policies affecting Puerto Ricans based on assimilationist models. In their
conception, home language and culture would be subtracted and replaced with the dominant
Anglo language and culture. From the 1930s until the 1960s and beyond, assimilationist
assumptions underlay policies for Puerto Ricans and other Latinos, with the adoption of English
and the abandonment of Spanish considered the measure of success (Castañeda, 1975; Santiago
Santiago, 1986).
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U.S. mainland education mimicked what was practiced in Puerto Rico. One of the
reactions of school officials to the newcomers was to institute an English-immersion approach.
In these immersion classes, Puerto Rican students were prohibited from speaking Spanish, and
all subjects, textbooks, and instruction were solely in English. The educational consequences for
the Puerto Rican children included academic underachievement, a disproportionate dropout rate,
and a lack of culturally appropriate guidance and support services. In addition, parent and
community involvement was discouraged. Puerto Ricans were hardly represented in teaching
and administrator roles in local schools and at the Board of Education headquarters (Cordasco &
Bucchioni, 1972; Reyes, 2006; Santiago Santiago, 1986). Furthermore, de facto segregation
aggravated the inferior education that Puerto Rican children received (Freeman, 2000).
Statistics painted an appalling picture. In 1963 in New York City, only 331 Puerto Rican
students received academic high-school diplomas out of the nearly 21,000 granted, and only 28
Puerto Ricans went to college (Burke, 1974; Castellanos, 1983, cited in García, 2009). By the
late 1960s, the situation had not improved much when a New York school official issued a
statement that only about 10% of Puerto Ricans who entered city high schools ever graduated,
and only approximately 1% ever entered college.
In the critical area of English language proficiency, New York City Board of Education
data indicated that in 1964 there were almost 89,000 or 8.4% of the total student population in
the C through F grade categories on the Scale for Rating Pupils’ Ability to Speak English.8 Of
these students, the vast majority were Puerto Rican (Burke, 1974). A 1967 standardized reading
test for fifth graders showed that in schools with predominantly Puerto Rican and black students,
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An “A” on this scale indicates native English fluency and an “F” no ability to speak English at all. (LaFontaine,
1969; Schepers, 1978).
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fewer than 25% were reading at grade level. And even as late as 1974, the Board of Education
reported that one-third of Puerto Rican students had an “English language disability” (Board,
1974, cited in Reyes, 2006a; Santiago Santiago, 1986).
National numbers were similarly dismal. In 1966, of all Puerto Ricans 25 years of age
and older in the US, 87% had dropped out without graduating from high school, and the dropout
rate in eighth grade was 53% (García, 2009, 169; García, 2011). The high school graduation rate
improved slightly in 1970, from 13% in 1966 to 20% in 1970, as opposed to the 51% graduation
rate of non-Latino white students in the same year. In 1970, only 1% of Puerto Ricans were
college graduates (Wagenheim, 1975, cited in Del Valle, 1998).
The Coleman Report on Equality of Educational Opportunity (1966) provided evidence
that the longer a Puerto Rican child attended public school, the farther her performance lagged
behind that of whites. Coleman et. al (1966) pointed out that this increasing failure led to
feelings of lack of control over one’s own life, incapacity, helplessness and, ultimately, school
failure. Furthermore, whereas three in four white students and three in five African American
students had ever perused a college catalogue, only two in five Puerto Rican students had done
so (Coleman et. al, 1966). Puerto Rican educational leader, Antonia Pantoja, commenting on the
situation noted,
[Parents] were coming to work in factories, and the children didn't know what the
teachers were saying…Why did we [have] a 85% dropout rate? Well, if the kid doesn’t
want to be seen by the teacher and they don’t understand what’s going on and they don’t
speak English and the classes are in English, do you know what you’re doing? You’re
dropping them out (Pantoja, cited in Jiménez, 2009.)
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While some described the school system’s reception of its Puerto Rican students as one
of benign neglect, others described it as one “that is hostile to them and that we now perceive
systematically denies them the means of self-realization” (Bonilla, 1968, cited in Aspira, 1968, p.
2) and “that has historically been involved in the aggressive destruction of our young people”
(Caballero, 2000, p. 204). Many analysts, as well as educational observers and historians, have
denied the existence of forms of racism and prejudice endemic to the school structure and fabric
of teacher-pupil relations in the North (Santiago Santiago, 1986). But the raw data as well as
anecdotal evidence show a different picture. They suggest that race, social class, and other
social-structural factors shaped the school system’s reception of the increased numbers of Puerto
Rican students (Santiago Santiago, 1986). Because of racial discrimination, the upward mobility
through education that earlier white immigrant groups, such as Irish and Jews, benefited from
was not available to Puerto Rican New Yorkers.
Additionally, the language barrier constituted a distinct impediment to the education of
the Puerto Ricans (Board of Ed, 1958; Cordasco & Bucchioni, 1968; Margolis, 1968; Vázquez,
2008). As I said before, from the 1940s to the late 1960s, thousands of Spanish-speaking Puerto
Rican children were placed in “Classes for Retarded Mental Development” (CRMD) (Pantoja,
2002). The experience of a friend’s father who arrived to New York City from Puerto Rico in
the 1940s at age ten is illustrative. When he could not answer questions that a teacher asked him
in English, he was placed in “the class for retards.” As he recognized that he was in a class with
children with mental disabilities, which he did not possess, and indignant at his mislabeling, he
dropped out of school for good soon after (Nimia Ramos Beauchamp, personal communication,
October 19, 2013).
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Such miscategorization of students as “retarded,” along with the fact that schools in poor
neighborhoods had twice as many students reading below grade level as in middle-class
neighborhoods, helps account for the fact that enrollment for Puerto Ricans typically dropped
more than 50% from grades 8 to 12 through the 1960s (Burke, 1974). The sharpest decline in
Puerto Rican, as well as Black, enrollment occurred after grade 10, at age 16, when attendance
was no longer compulsory.
The situation for Puerto Rican students in New York City schools had not improved
much by the 1970s when Ricardo Oquendo, a future New York State Regent, arrived. When he
came to school from Puerto Rico, there was no bilingual education offered:
They just put me back a year. I had to repeat kindergarten, even though I had completed
first grade in Utuado, Puerto Rico. I was almost seven in kindergarten (personal
communication, May 3, 2012).
Others encountered a more direct discrimination in the New York City school system.
Howard Jordan, a Puerto Rican lawyer, graduate of Yale Law School, and professor at Hostos
Community College, recalls an encounter with a counselor at Benjamin Franklin High School:
When I told him that I wanted to become a lawyer to help the Puerto Rican community,
he replied, ‘What have Puerto Ricans ever done?’ (The Jordan Journal, November 1,
2013.)
Iris Morales, leader of the Young Lords Party, graduate of NYU law school, filmmaker, and
founder and executive editor of Red Sugarcane Press, recalls that her high-school counselor told
her that she “was not college material” (Interview by Juán González, September 23, 2015). The
experiences of Morales, Rámos, Oquendo and Jordan were emblematic of their fellow Puerto
Ricans in New York City schools throughout these years.
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Puerto Rican Race and Culture: A Complex Identity
Although enlightened educators from John Dewey to Leonard Covello supported
“cultural pluralism,” the New York City Board of Education set up educational policies for
Puerto Rican students based on conventional assimilationist models of incorporation. However,
the experience of Puerto Ricans did not conform to typical models of social incorporation. Many
descendants of white European immigrants believe that assimilation is the natural and preferred
method of adaptation into the United States as confirmed by the historical precedent of their
ancestors. There is a mythic conception in the United States that all prior immigrant groups
passed easily through the “melting pot” process as they sought to enter the mainstream of U.S.
society. Because of their relative success, they forget the hostility that their ancestors faced at
the turn of the twentieth century (Alba & Nee, 2003; Foner, 2005). Even though not immigrants
technically speaking, but rather migrants because of their status as U.S. citizens, Puerto Ricans
have been subjected to the same prejudice and hostility as other earlier immigrant groups. What
is more, the perceived unwillingness of Puerto Ricans to assimilate has exacerbated the blame
placed on them (Meléndez, 2010).
A closer examination of the experiences of different immigrant groups shows that these
were far more complex, and that their assimilation could not be presupposed (Alba & Nee,
2003). Many immigrant groups have not viewed assimilation as a desirable outcome for their
progeny. Southern Italians during the early twentieth century, for example, maintained the goal
of returning to their home villages. As a consequence, they maintained a distance from U.S.
institutions believed to be agents of Americanization, such as U.S. schools. Whereas some
southern Italian parents kept their children out of school altogether, many others simply
withdrew them as soon as they were able to work (Covello, 1972; Patri, 2007).
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Scholars of immigration history have debunked the longstanding myth of “American
Exceptionalism” by showing that immigrants from Europe who arrived in the United States a
little over a century ago, as well as Asian immigrants, were received with fear, loathing and
rejection (Alba & Nee, 2003; Foner, 2005). Native-born Americans subjected certain European
immigrants to racist attitudes and viewed them as racially inferior and virtually unassimilable. In
particular, Irish Catholics, eastern European Jews, southern Italians, and other immigrants from
southern and eastern Europe faced rejection from nativist white elements at the beginning of the
twentieth century (Alba & Nee, 2003). Immigrants from East Asia suffered even more intense
and systematic rejection which ultimately led to a complete prohibition of their immigration to
the United States. Chinese and then Japanese were barred first under the Chinese Exclusion Act
of 1882 and then by the so-called Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907-1908 and the Immigration
Act of 1924. These restrictions remained largely in place until the Immigration Act of 1965
came into effect (Alba & Nee, 2003; Foner, 2005; Dinnerstein & Reimers, 2014).
Slavery, segregation and racism have played foundational roles in the process of identity
formation in the United States, especially in the construction of the immigrant identity (Foner,
2005; Frederickson, 2005). The effects of slavery have persisted in the lives of persons of
African ancestry, by producing discrimination and inequality. The fact that slavery existed on
United States soil led to an internal subordinated black population within its borders. Segmented
assimilation theory acknowledges that there are many modes of incorporation for second
generation immigrants (Portes & Zhou, 1993). Factors such as racial discrimination, location,
and changes in the economy mitigate against certain groups of immigrants assimilating into
white, middle class society (Portes & Zhou, 1993). Since many Puerto Ricans are of mixed
African, European, and indigenous heritage, they too feel the residual prejudicial and
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discriminatory effects stemming from slavery when they come to live in the mainland United
States.
Joel Perlmann (1988) says that in order to understand ethnic differences in any time and
place we need to focus on three factors: 1) The pre-migration history of an ethnic group and the
conditions of migration; 2) The extent of discrimination the group faced in the new environment;
and 3) The group’s position in the economy and class structure there (p. 5). In Perlmann’s
analysis, then, Puerto Ricans in the United States have three strikes against them. His conception
gives further explanation for why Puerto Ricans may remain in the underclass.
John Ogbu’s (1978; 2003) analysis can help shed light on the effect of their colonial
status on Puerto Rican educational experiences. According to Ogbu (1987), a group’s
perceptions of their opportunities in the host country—in addition to their history of subjugation
and exploitation—influence the group’s educational achievement far more than other cultural
factors. After suffering long-standing racism and linguistic prejudice, colonized minorities like
Blacks and Puerto Ricans in the United States internalized this oppression, causing social
relationships to take on a castelike quality (Ogbu, 1978; 2003). Ogbu’s theory helps explain why
those newly arrived from Puerto Rico and Mexico have higher self-esteem and educational
outcomes than those born in the United States.
Other researchers have noted that students from oppressed minority groups who emigrate
at the age of 10 or older often achieve better academic outcomes than students of the same group
and socioeconomic status born in the host country, in spite of much less exposure to the school
language (Skutnabb-Kangas & Toukomaa, 1976). Some theorists attribute this phenomenon to
the fact that those who emigrate later do not experience the devaluation of their home language
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and culture in the schools the way those born in the host country do (Cummins, 1984; 1986;
1989).i
For black and brown Puerto Ricans, skin color may be the most significant determinant
of their assimilation path (Rodríguez, 1996; Rodriguez, Sánchez Korrol & Alers, 1996; Thomas,
2010). Many argue that racism, as well as the construction of categories of race based on racism,
are a permanent feature of American life (Bell, 1992; Fields & Fields, 2012). On the island,
most Puerto Ricans generally made little distinction based on phonological type. In contrast to
the U.S. mainland where racial identification supersedes cultural identification, in Puerto Rico
cultural identification subsumes racial identification. Unlike in the mainland United States,
where state and local Jim Crow laws enforced segregation based on race until 1965, no such
racist system ever existed in Puerto Rico. Nevertheless, discrimination based on color of skin
has existed on the island among the upper class. Until the 1940s, for example, social clubs as
well as fraternities at the University of Puerto Rico only admitted those with a claim to a pure
Spanish lineage. Carmen Dinos remembered how a mixed-race friend could not obtain
membership in the sorority in her remote town of Corozal, Puerto Rico in the late 1930s
(personal communication, May 21, 2012). Thus, although undeniably subject to intensified
racism on the mainland, we see that Puerto Rico cannot be construed as a racial utopia for all
Puerto Ricans.
The effect of systemic racism cannot be discounted in considering Puerto Ricans’
educational outcomes. Racial stereotypes produce a positive self-identity for white and Asian
students but a negative one for Blacks and Latinos, and racialized self-perceptions may persist
for several generations (Portes & Rivas, 2011; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Rumbaut & Portes,
2001). Unlike other Latino groups in the city who define themselves as white, Puerto Ricans are
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a combination of white, Black, and indigenous people and their colors and features span a full
spectrum (Santiago Santiago, 1986).
Upon arriving in New York, the Puerto Rican migrants immediately discovered that what
had not been a problem on the island would become one in New York. They observed the
discrimination heaped upon U.S.-born Blacks, and immediately perceived that they too would be
judged by the color of their skin. Some have noted that because of this, the darker-skinned
migrants retained a desire to maintain their Spanish in order to distinguish themselves from U.S.born Blacks (Bailey, 2000; Chenault, 1938; Mills, 1950). Others have observed that brownskinned Puerto Ricans remained the most likely to cling to their Puerto Rican identity and
language because they could not simply pass as Black or white (Mills, 1950). Legal scholar
Pedro Malavet (2004) asserts that the social construction of Puerto Ricans as a non-white race
made them “unassimilable as Americans,” reinforcing their colonial status, even on the
mainland. Despite the racial prejudice to which they were subject, Puerto Ricans maintained a
community cohesiveness regardless of skin color, perhaps because of the lack of a Puerto Rican
upper class or upper-class institutions in New York (Fitzpatrick, 1987). Regardless of skin color,
Puerto Ricans found themselves subject to the same employment discrimination faced by Blacks
in New York City and relegated to living in the same few ghetto neighborhoods.
Some theorists have looked at social class as an explanation for variable educational
achievement. Youths from professional immigrant families are positively received in America
and consequently generally display good educational performance and economic outcomes.
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Immigrants at the other end of the socioeconomic spectrum, including the majority of those
migrating from Puerto Rico, generally obtain inferior educational and economic outcomes.9
In their correspondence theory, Bowles and Gintis (1976), suggested that working-class
students respond to class inequality in schools. Similarly, Willis’ (1977) research on workingclass boys in England showed that “the lads” consciously choose to embrace their given social
class and reject the possibility of upward mobility that schooling might offer. Others point out
that the effects of poverty on children’s ability to learn can be so severe that schools cannot be
expected to make up the difference (Anyon, 1997; Coleman et al., 1966; Rothstein, 2004;
Wilson, 2009; Willingham, 2012). But more significantly, critics of the U.S. educational system
point out that schools preserve class inequality (Anyon, 1981; Anyon, 1997; Bowles, 1972;
Bowles and Gintis, 1976). Poor and minority students disproportionately go to underfunded and
under-resourced schools with teachers who, on the whole, have less experience than teachers in
middle-class and wealthy districts (Darling-Hammond, 2012; Schrag, 2003). Disparities in
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We can also turn to international examples of migration experiences to shed light on the outcomes of
Puerto Ricans in New York. Kalter (2010) pointed to some reasons why Turks, including second generation Turkish
youth, fare poorly in Germany. Turks do worse in school than native Germans, and the second generation do not do
well in the labor market as compared to other migrants. The percentage of those who have at least a secondary
education is lower among Turks and thus they have fewer networking possibilities. These second generation
Maghrebins do not do as well economically as the first generation. They also tend to have poor proficiency in
German and fewer German friends. In discussing the Turkish second generation, Kalter (2010) claimed that Turks
seem to do relatively better in France as compared to Germany, pointing out that Turks are the largest immigrant
group in Germany and suffer from more negative stereotypes than any other group of labor migrants in Germany.
For example, Spanish labor migrants in Germany do not bear the negative stereotypes that the Turks do. An analogy
can be made with Puerto Ricans in the 1960s when they represented by far the largest population of Latinos living in
New York City.
A ready comparison can also be made between Puerto Ricans in the United States and French former
colonials, especially Algerians, in France because both groups were given citizenship. In France, second generation
immigrants usually obtain a much better education than their parents, with the exception of middle-class immigrants
(Silberman, 2010). Colonial status and racial discrimination seem to be factors in the inferior attainment of North
Africans in France (Silberman, 2010).
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school funding by district due to a reliance on local property taxes remain a fact of U.S. public
education (Darling-Hammond, 2012).
Bourdieu’s (1983) concepts of social and cultural capital also shed light on how cultural
differences affect educational inequality. He used the concepts of social and cultural capital to
explain the educational success of children of different social classes. Social capital consists of
the ability to mobilize actual or potential resources through one’s social connections (Bourdieu,
1983). Cultural capital, as he defined it, consists of the high-status cultural and linguistic
knowledge, skills and dispositions that are passed down through families (Pérez, 2009). In
offering these concepts, Bourdieu, who also recognized the educational advantages that accrue to
affluent families by virtue of economic capital, sought to explain the more intangible ways that
class advantage reproduces educational inequalities. Lareau (1989; 2003; 2011) built upon
Bourdieu’s concepts to examine social class differences in child rearing and how they affect
children’s relationships to schools, arguing that the “concerted cultivation” model seen in
middle-class families enhances their class advantages within the education system.
Circular migration, or “transnationalism,” is a common and distinguishing feature of
Puerto Rican migration, facilitated by their U.S. citizenship. Transnationalism encompasses “the
process by which immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link to social
fields that cross geographic, cultural and political borders” (Alba & Nee, 2003, p. 145). Puerto
Ricans redefined the migration experience to the United States, and in so doing, redefined
assimilationist assumptions. Beginning in 1965, more Puerto Ricans returned to the island, and
by 1969 the flow to the mainland had reversed (Rodríguez, Sánchez Korrol & Alers, 1996). As
opposed to former waves of immigrants who came to settle in the United States for good, Puerto
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Ricans have seen no need to break their ties to their homeland. As Sonia Nieto (2000), one of
the founding teachers of P.S. 25 notes,
This experience has provided a cultural and linguistic continuity not afforded previous or
even more recent immigrants, and it has been manifested by a practical need for
continued use of the Spanish language and the maintenance of cultural patterns.
Examples of this cultural maintenance abound. For instance, the first major study of
bilingualism among Puerto Ricans based on a series of interviews with community
leaders revealed that they placed great importance on maintaining and speaking Spanish
and identifying as Puerto Ricans (p. 11.)
While circular migration interrupts educational continuity as well as social mobility and civic
involvement, it creates the ability to renew, transfer, and recreate cultural patterns (Nieto, 2000).
Thus, Nieto (2000) noted that Puerto Ricans as a group have different expectations of U.S.
schools than prior European immigrants. What they expect “is not assimilation, but rather
accommodation to, and even the protection and maintenance of their language and culture”
(Nieto, 2000, p. 11). The educators at P.S. 25 understood these special conditions of Puerto
Rican migration on Puerto Rican educational expectations and designed their school accordingly.
Tentative Responses
As early as 1947, responding to community demands, educators were recognizing that the
New York City public school system was not adequately addressing the particular linguistic and
cultural needs of its Puerto Rican students. In November 1947, a special committee of the
Association of Assistant Superintendents conducted a year-long study of the educational and
social aspects of the huge increase in Puerto Rican immigration and presented its report to the
Board of Education. At that time it was estimated that there were 350,000 to 400,000 Puerto
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Ricans living in New York City, with their numbers increasing by approximately 30,000
annually (Board of Education, 1947).
The six committee members who examined this question tied school problems with
housing and warned that the city must come up with a plan for settling Puerto Ricans somewhere
other than in “our worst slum areas” (Board of Education, 1947, p. 25). The report went on to
say that one of the principal difficulties that Puerto Rican children encountered when they came
to New York was “almost negligible facility in the use of English.” Of 2,172 pupils who entered
the schools in three Manhattan districts, 1,081 were unable to speak English, while of 937 in the
other two districts, 779 could speak no English (Board, 1947, p. 29). Puerto Rican children
struggled with schooling in a new language, just as the Jews and Italians had 40 years prior.
However, whereas in the years of the heaviest Jewish and Italian migration it was feasible for a
child to drop out of school at twelve and begin working, Puerto Rican children had no such
option (Glazer & Moynihan, 1963). The economy—not the schools—represented the ladder to
economic and social mobility for European immigrants, a route that closed when Puerto Ricans
and African Americans arrived in large numbers to New York City.
The members of the Assistant Superintendents’ committee reported the following:
More Spanish than American in culture and language, these boys and girls cannot
possibly fit into our regular school program without a period of orientation and
adjustment fitted to their special linguistic and cultural needs. There is no doubt that
many pupils coming from Puerto Rico suffer from the double handicap of unfamiliarity
with the English language and lack of previous educational experience sometimes
approaching complete illiteracy (Board of Education, 1947, p. 32).
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The committee said this problem was complicated by malnutrition and other health deficiencies,
and by “the overcrowding at home and the restlessness on the street” which “carry over into the
school in the form of nervousness, extreme shyness, near tantrums and other behavior
characteristics which are the more difficult for the teacher to understand because of the language
barrier” (Board of Education, 1947, p. 32). The committee concluded by saying that “(t)he
essential thing to remember, however, is that these boys and girls have the same capacity to
learn, the same rights to education, the same desire for security and the same basic loyalties to
our country as any other citizens of the United States” (Board of Education, 1947, p. 32).
The committee made thirteen recommendations in its plan for improving the adjustment
and assimilation of Puerto Rican pupils (Board of Education, 1947, pp. 94-99). While falling
short of recommending bilingual education, the report acknowledged that native Spanish
speakers have special needs and that Spanish-speaking teachers would be preferable for these
students. It also recommended that other teachers learn Spanish and gain familiarity with Puerto
Rican culture. The upshot of this first major report concerning Puerto Rican children in the New
York City school system was that Puerto Ricans were hired, but they filled the lowest level
positions (Nieto, 2000). The lack of action on the part of the Board in response to the report
revealed an indifference to the schools’ failure to properly educate a minority population, an
attitude that sadly proved emblematic of a staid bureaucracy committed to preserving the status
quo. Throughout the years, the Board commissioned studies and reports as a preferred method
of appearing to pay attention to minority communities’ concerns, but took no real action or
systemic reform. In spite of sustained demands on the part of Puerto Rican organizations for
bilingual education, few to no initiatives resulted from official channels. Although aware of this
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official inaction, it took the Puerto Rican community another twenty years before they decided to
take matters into their own hands and form a school for their own.
Concerned about the negative onslaught in the press that Puerto Ricans in New York
were receiving, in August 1947 the Puerto Rican government announced that a $30,000 research
grant would be awarded to Colombia University’s Bureau of Applied Social Research to conduct
a study of Puerto Ricans in New York. The study, overseen by the young sociologist C. Wright
Mills, led to the book published in 1950, The Puerto Rican Journey: New York’s Newest
Migrants. This book followed the only other study conducted to that date on Puerto Rican
migrants, The Puerto Rican Migrant in New York City, published in 1938 by sociologist
Lawrence Chenault. Neither book acknowledged the colonial framework as a cause of
migration. Indeed, Mills (1950) tended to cast the blame on the victim to explain the lack of
upward mobility of Puerto Ricans:
The willful feeling that the individual can command the future to serve his own ends may
be historically characteristic of industrial Protestant culture, but it is not a signal feature
of the Latin American. However much this feeling may have diminished recently in
America, it is still a principle guideline by which Americans sight their aspirations and
plans for the future. Latin American conditions of life have not encouraged this kind of
ambitious focusing upon one’s future and willful searching for the means of achieving it.
The Puerto Ricans in New York City, in the quality and connections of their dream life,
are again caught between two conflicting cultures: some few have begun planfully to
strive but most retain the heritage of their island background (pp. 168-169.)
He acknowledged later, almost as an afterthought, that the economy they encounter upon
arrival in New York may play a role in their plight:
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This background is further buttressed in New York by limited job mobility, which
sometimes actually entails a downward movement from Puerto Rico to New York. The
petty defeats Puerto Ricans continually face may cut the nerve of that kind of straining
into the future which characterizes aspiration (Mills, 1950, p. 169.)
While Mills intended to evoke sympathy for Puerto Ricans as victims of an economy that no
longer produced the upward mobility it had for previous generations of immigrants, it relied on
cultural stereotyping to also explain away the problems they faced in New York City ghettos.
Beginning in 1949, Mayor William O’Dwyer and his administration convened
committees to make symbolic attempts to ease the difficulties of Puerto Ricans migrating to New
York. From 1949-1954, the New York City government and the island government decided to
coordinate efforts through the Mayor’s Advisory Committee on Puerto Rican Affairs
(MACPRA), formerly named the “Advisory Committee on the Puerto Rican Problem”
(Grutzner, October 5, 1949; Thomas, 2010). Part of the motivation for this effort was to bring
Puerto Ricans into the fold of the Democratic Party, as well as to marginalize the more
progressive Puerto Rican leadership associated with militant struggles and organizations and to
cultivate a more “acceptable” moderate leadership. In particular, the Democratic Party
leadership hoped that the MACPRA would diminish the influence of American Labor Party
Congressman Vito Marcantonio, representative from East Harlem and friend to the Puerto Rican
Nationalist Party (Meyer, 1989; Rodriguez-Fraticelli & Tirado, 1989; Thomas, 2010).
The committee was charged with two tasks: counteracting the perception in the public’s
eye that Puerto Ricans disproportionately relied on and abused city and federal welfare
programs, at the same time as it worked to reduce the number of migrants who depended on
these programs. By the spring of 1950, the MACPRA determined that the best way to improve
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the conditions of Puerto Rican migrants in New York was to alleviate the economic conditions in
Puerto Rico that led to migration. This analysis did not, however, extend to questioning Puerto
Rico’s colonial status or U.S. hegemony as possible causes of its economic circumstances. As
collaborators with the colonial government in Puerto Rico, the MACPRA declared that its goal
of stemming migration could be achieved most expeditiously if the federal government extended
welfare benefits to the island. In April 1950, a subcommittee was appointed to coordinate the
efforts of the federal, city, and island governments in response to problems that had their roots on
the island. This subcommittee of MACPRA proposed formally to Congress that Aid to
Dependent Children, grants to the blind, and Old Age Insurance be made available to Puerto
Ricans living on the island through a revision of the federal social security law (Grutzner,
October 5, 1949; Thomas, 2010). The subcommittee was also tasked with reviewing what the
government in Puerto Rico was doing to alleviate unemployment and improve the economy to
prevent migration. This initiative, however, seemed naively at odds with the island
government’s lack of economic sovereignty and its own plans to encourage migration (Grutzner,
October 5, 1949).
In New York, as a result of the MACPRA’s recommendations, several municipal
departments announced an expansion of services. In addition to the construction of two new
welfare centers and two dental clinics, one each in El Barrio (East Harlem) and Downtown
Brooklyn, they designated a household training unit and an old-age recreation center for El
Barrio. In addition, they hired twenty-three native Puerto Rican and twenty additional Spanish
speakers as social investigators to work in Puerto Rican communities.
City institutions across the board were hampered by a lack of Spanish-speaking personnel
as the number of Puerto Ricans arriving in the city reached the rate of 600 per week (Grutzner,
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October 5, 1949). The situation was particularly serious in city hospitals where doctors and
nurses could not understand the Spanish-speaking patients. The Board of Education responded
to the crisis by announcing the token measure of hiring 37 additional teachers to work in 13
schools in the Puerto Rican areas, where many of the children of migrants did not speak English.
The director of the Division of Community Education also announced increases in services in
Puerto Rican neighborhoods around the city (Grutzner, October 5, 1949).
In additional action after the committee’s report, the Board of Education promised to
implement measures which would aid Puerto Rican children in the schools, although the degree
to which they complied with their promises is not known. In order for teachers to better assist
students with difficulty comprehending English, class sizes in Puerto Rican districts were slated
to be limited to twenty-five students per classroom. Puerto Rican children in elementary grades
received special and separate instruction for an hour and a half a day. Nineteen teachers devoted
all their time to teaching remedial English (Grutzner, October 5, 1949). The Board raised per
capita school allowance for supplies in Puerto Rican school districts from $3.75 to $5 per pupil
and assigned ten Spanish-speaking teachers to work half a day with parents of Puerto Rican
students in the home and half a day in the childrens’ classrooms (Grutzner, October 5, 1949).
In 1951, the MACPRA’s Subcommittee on Education, Recreation, and Parks issued
another report urging the mayor to take concrete measures to improve the education of Puerto
Rican children. Leonard Covello, the highly respected East Harlem educator and principal of
Benjamin Franklin High School and Dr. William Jansen, Superintendent of Schools, headed the
subcommittee. After studying 75 schools with the highest concentration of Puerto Rican
children in the city, the subcommittee published several findings, including the reduction of class
size and the increase of Spanish-speaking teachers. While the city urgently needed 1,000
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Spanish-speaking teachers, there were only 233 teachers on staff who spoke Spanish “with
varying degrees of competency” (Covello & Jansen, 1951). In nearly 1/3 of the schools, there
were no Spanish-speaking teachers at all.
Their report also noted that Puerto Ricans lived under conditions that “made them more
vulnerable to disease” and 60 of the 75 schools studied had “totally inadequate medical and
health resources” (Covello & Jansen, 1951). Among their recommendations were to: increase
kindergarten space, provide adequate teaching and learning materials, and offer more special
classes for pupils with adjustment problems. The report urged that a special effort be made to
involve Puerto Rican parents in the school program. It advised that all communications
addressed to the parents should include Spanish translation. As a result of these reports, schools
hired “Other Teaching Personnel” (OTPs) as teachers of English, coordinators, and junior high
school teachers. By 1954, when combined with the ten low-level teachers hired previously,
Puerto Ricans in the school system numbered fifty city-wide (Nieto, 2000). Although
comprehensive and convincing in its conclusions, its recommendations were never implemented.
In spite of the MACPRA’s attempts to convince the public to view the problems of
Puerto Ricans in structural terms, they did not always meet with lasting success. An anonymous
letter to Leonard Covello was representative of many similar sentiments: “(A)s to why I do not
like Puerto Ricans: I’ll tell you why. First, it is too darn easy for them to get on relief. Just how
easy, you can find out for yourself by taking a ride with any taxi driver. He will tell you the first
place a Puerto Rican goes is directly to a relief office, direct from the plane” (Anonymous letter,
n.d., cited in Thomas, 2010, p. 160).
By the mid-1950s, media coverage of Puerto Ricans in New York had shifted
substantially, emphasizing their successes against the odds and empathizing with their

44

challenges. In a switch from the emphasis in the 1940s on the “Puerto Rican problem” in the
schools, sympathetic coverage described how Puerto Rican students struggled because of their
lack of knowledge of English and their homesickness for the island (School life hard for Puerto
Ricans, New York Herald-Tribune, March 4, 1954, cited in Thomas, 2010). Initiatives were
taken to increase understanding of the new arrivals. In 1953 the Board of Education’s United
Parents Association held a series of “Goodwill Workshops” to challenge stereotypes of Puerto
Ricans. In 1954, the Urban League and the Migration Division of the Commonwealth of Puerto
Rico cosponsored a study trip to the island. The American Jewish Committee together with the
Council of Spanish-American Organizations published a pamphlet for educators and community
leaders on the basic facts about Puerto Ricans. Examples were: “Don’t forget that when a Puerto
Rican migrates to the mainland, he has all the rights and privileges of every other first-class
citizen” and “Don’t create a Puerto Rican stereotype based on the lower working classes”
(Thomas, 2010, p. 159).
In spite of the varied and well-researched advocacy reports and token efforts made in the
1940s and 1950s, little accommodation was made to meet the educational needs of the arriving
Puerto Rican children in New York City schools. They were expected to take the same classes
as native English-speaking children and “sink-or-swim.” Schools did not provide ESL classes or
classes taught in Spanish, nor did they consider hiring more Puerto Rican teachers. When
Carmen Dinos moved to Queens from Puerto Rico in 1953 with a master’s degree and credits
toward a PhD in Linguistics and Education from the University of Michigan as well as
experience as a teacher and writer of ESL curricula in Puerto Rico, she was sure that she could
get a job teaching in the New York City public schools. However, despite her Spanish fluency
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and ESL credentials, the Board of Education did not consider her qualified for a job (personal
communication, May 21, 2012).
By far the most comprehensive and expansive report on the status of Puerto Rican
students in New York City schools was The Puerto Rican Study carried out, as I said before, over
the course of four years from 1953 to 1957. Community pressure led the Board of Education and
the Ford Foundation to commission this study. It constituted the first large-scale study on the
educational experiences of Puerto Rican children in New York City schools (Fitzpatrick, 1987).
In 1953, prior to its initiatives in support of community control of New York City public
schools, the Fund for the Advancement of Education of the Ford Foundation provided a grant of
$500,000 to commission a four-year study on the special problems of Puerto Rican children.
The New York City Board of Education matched the grant. Dr. H. Cayce Morrison, former New
York State Assistant Education Commissioner, headed the study. Among the seventeen advisory
panel members assigned to conduct the study, only one was Puerto Rican (Nieto, 2000). The
final 265-page report, known as The Puerto Rican Study, urged measures to ease the transition of
Puerto Rican youth into New York City schools, and developed teaching materials, courses of
study, and study guides to provide to schools. Its final recommendations emphasized closer
personal attention to the individual child and increased interaction between the schools and
parents. Perhaps most significantly, the researchers understood and noted the importance of
maintaining the Spanish language, a crucial indicator of Puerto Rican cultural identity, as
fundamental to the success of Puerto Rican children.
One of the contributions of the report was to warn against erroneously considering Puerto
Rican children as a homogenous group. The report suggested a typology that indicated that there
are different groups within the population with different needs. There are some children who are
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“island-born, island-schooled” while others are “island-born, mainland-schooled" and still others
are “mainland-born pupils of Puerto Rican parentage.”
Another misconception that the report sought to combat was the notion that Puerto Rican
youth had higher truancy rates or posed more disciplinary problems than other children. A
survey made in two Manhattan school districts, the report said, showed that “the attendance
record of Puerto Rican children as a whole appears to be quite as good as that of other children”
(Board, 1958). Court reports in two districts found that Puerto Rican children were referred for
offenses at the rate of 12 out of 1,000, whereas non-Puerto Rican children had a rate of referral
of 14 in each 1,000. However, the report also said that Puerto Rican youth who became truants
often posed greater problems than other truants (Board, 1958).
Another one of the major contributions of the study was to develop a procedure to
classify children according to their knowledge of English. Among the recommendations
contained in the report were:


A uniform policy must be formulated for the reception, screening, placement and
periodic assessment of non-English speaking pupils.



In teaching English, the vocabulary, structure and quality of speech should be
interrelated.



An auxiliary teacher should be assigned for each group of 100 non-English-speaking
pupils in an elementary school and for each 75 in a junior high school.



Efforts should be made to bring Puerto Rican parents into a closer relationship with
the schools.



Present teacher training work on the needs of Puerto Rican youth should also be
expanded.
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The study also declared that state aid should be used to encourage an optimal population of no
more than 30-35% of non-English-speaking pupils per class, as opposed to the 50% that had
previously been required. It also recommended the use of Spanish as a means of reversing the
high Puerto Rican dropout rate (Board, 1958).
Although the study’s recommendations included using Spanish as the means of
instruction and proper screening and placement as a way to address the high Puerto Rican
dropout rate, none of its recommendations were ever implemented (Santiago Santiago, 1986).
Rather, decisions about the implementation of the study were left to the discretion of local
schools (Vélez, 2008). In fact, even in 1969, twelve years after the study was completed,
although Puerto Rican students comprised 22% of the total New York City public school
population, fewer than 1% of the teachers and guidance counselors were of Puerto Rican origin
(Vélez, 2008).
Nevertheless, The Puerto Rican Study served as an important expression of the thinking
of knowledgable educators in the 1950s as to sensible policies to benefit Puerto Rican students.
The comprehensive report’s recommendations were indisputably innovative for their time
(López, 2007). Among the accomplishments of the report was its recognition of the importance
of ESL, and to recommend the hiring of an increased number of Puerto Ricans as aides,
community liaisons, counselors, and teachers (Nieto, 2000; Sánchez Korrol, 1994). The Puerto
Rican Study resulted in the visible presence of Puerto Ricans in the New York City public school
system for the first time. Obviously, these token efforts were insufficient to reach more than a
fraction of Puerto Rican students in New York City schools. They do, however, indicate that
even prior to the push for bilingual education in the 1960s, the plight of Puerto Rican students in
the New York City school system at times caught the attention of officials. However, the Board
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never followed up on numerous commissioned reports’ modest and inexpensive proposals that
would have addressed the plight of Puerto Rican students and increased community participation
in schools.
The Board’s sustained indifference and obstruction to their needs and demands led the
Puerto Rican community in the South Bronx to eventually take matters into their own hands and
forge ahead with their own school, P.S. 25, in 1968. Eleven years after its publication, many of
The Puerto Rican Study’s conclusions, such as use of the Spanish language and involvement of
parents and community members, finally would find realization at P.S. 25.
Benjamin Franklin High School: A Predecessor in Community-Centered Bilingual
Education
The $1 million dollars spent on the report could have been saved if the experts had just
studied the orientation program for Puerto Rican students that Benjamin Franklin High School
(BFHS) had in place. An all-boys school located in East Harlem, it constituted one notable
exception to the absence of enlightened educational policies for Puerto Rican students. Leonard
Covello, principal of BFHS from 1934-1956, embraced progressive education policies and
bilingual education beginning in the 1920s with Italian immigrant children and continued to do
so through the 1940s and 1950s with Puerto Rican children. Covello was a progressive educator
who believed schools could contribute to achieving social justice, a reinvention of Dewey’s
concept of “the school as social centre” (Johanek & Puckett, 2007). He transformed the
progressive “community school” concept to fit the East Harlem context, and through the “Puerto
Rican Program,” the administrators and teachers at BFHS made systematic and successful efforts
at accommodating the newly-arrived Puerto Rican population, and brought the program to other
schools in the school district (Johanek & Puckett, 2007).
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Located in East Harlem, the original epicenter of Puerto Rican settlement in New York
City, BFHS had a large number of Puerto Rican pupils. The program revolved around special
“orientation classes” for newly arrived Puerto Rican students. Conducted entirely in Spanish,
these classes attempted to make students’ adjustment to their new school environment an
enjoyable experience during which their customs, traditions, and language were treated with a
sympathetic understanding. Maintaining respect for their particular circumstances as new
arrivals was of paramount importance. Program administrators asked each student to fill out a
questionnaire in Spanish about their previous educational experience and family background.
Then the student would be given a non-verbal intelligence test in Spanish, followed by an
achievement test to determine Spanish literacy (Guerra 1948). The staff of BFHS implemented
this enlightened policy of assessing first language literacy before second language acquisition
theorists and bilingual educators popularized the idea.
Reflecting a heightened sensitivity towards the plight of the new migrant, BFHS designed
its program to provide a comprehensive orientation to the Puerto Rican pupils to their new
environment: the school community, East Harlem, the city, state, and country. Teachers taught
citizens’ duties and showed students the educational and vocational opportunities in the school as
well as the city.
According to Emilio Guerra (1948) who taught at BFHS and New York University and
later worked for the Board of Education, BFHS implemented a “buddy system” in which a
Puerto Rican child who knew English was paired with a child who did not. School leadership
placed students in homogeneous classes (known as “C” classes) in which they were taught basic
English. But despite being segregated in these classes, they were given ample opportunity to
associate with other students in the school. When they were ready, students in the “C” classes
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were transferred to regular classes. Students received medical and dental treatment and were
given instruction in nutrition. Students’ special talents were encouraged and recognized in the
arts and crafts program (Guerra, 1948).
Teachers in the school received lectures about Puerto Rico to prepare them to teach
Puerto Rican children. After imparting basic instruction on the geography and history of New
York City, school staff took children on excursions to different places of interest in the city. In
conjunction with junior high schools in the same district, teachers played phonograph records,
planned exhibits, and taught units in social studies to bring to non-Puerto Rican students a
sympathetic understanding of Puerto Rican culture. Puerto Rican pupils would be placed in
regular classes but were put in groups of 25 for two consecutive periods each day for intensive
English study. Each English teacher had three groups of pupils divided according to their
knowledge of English (Guerra, 1948). Spanish-speaking teachers explained the school program
to students and their parents in Spanish. Junior high school principals of the district organized a
committee to discuss problems which arose in connection with the Puerto Rican program.
(Guerra, 1948).
Some of the subjects covered during the orientation class period were:
1. The organization of the BFHS: school regulations, functions of key personnel, and
extra-curricular activities.
2. Educational guidance: courses of study, college requirements, how to study, the use
of the library, and reading the newspaper.
3. Vocational guidance: requirements of various vocations and how to secure working
papers.
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4. Our community: the geography and history of New York City, our present city
government, health and safety, housing in NYC, the state and federal government
under which we live, and the responsibilities of the citizen toward his government.
(Guerra, 1948, pp. 419-420.)
Teachers learned the importance of exercising patience during the orientation process. In
addition to discussing the above subjects, administrators devoted part of each orientation lesson
to the reading of an easy Spanish text from which discussion and writing flowed. Besides the
orientation class and the special English class, the newly arrived Puerto Rican students’
academic program was the same as that of all other students in the school.
What is so striking about the special orientation program for Puerto Rican students at
Benjamin Franklin High School is how enlightened it was in regard to respecting students’ native
language, culture, and background. Instead of adopting the attitude that Puerto Ricans needed to
adapt to the New York City schools as they were, sink or swim, all in a foreign language, BFHS
asked, what can we do to best assist the Puerto Ricans who are arriving? How can we best help
them to acclimate? The school met the students where they were so they could advance from the
basis of their strengths and home life, a completely Deweyan philosophy. And if it meant
employing Spanish to improve communication and understanding, then this seemed the logical
approach to take. Although P.S. 25 was an elementary school and BFHS a secondary school,
P.S. 25’s basic philosophy of bilingual/multicultural education and community involvement
mirrored the precedent set by BFHS.
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In addition to the orientation classes, Guerra and another teacher at BFHS organized the
Spanish-language Club Borinquen at the school in 1947 and 1948.10 Its purpose was to study
Puerto Rican culture as well as to identify solutions to problems in the East Harlem Puerto Rican
community (Johanek & Puckett, 2007). The school also formed an Association of Puerto Rican
Parents which worked together with the Club Borinquen and the Spanish-language newspapers
in the community, El Crisol and El Diario, to hold an annual Latin American Festival at the high
school. The profits from the festival, which featured well-known Latin talent, went to a fund to
aid Puerto Rican students. In 1948 and 1949, the Club Borinquen held bimonthly “Puerto Rican
press conferences” with the Spanish-language press featuring leaders of the Puerto Rican
community as well as guest speakers from city agencies with the aim of disseminating
information about social services in the Spanish-language media. (See Appendix A).
Principal Covello also initiated “intercultural classes” to promote cross-cultural
understanding to avoid ethnic and racial conflicts. He considered these classes a necessity to
counteract the propensity of community youth to organize gangs along national and racial lines.
In addition to intercultural course units, racially and ethnically integrated clubs held an annual
“Brotherhood Week,” with ceremonies and relevant lessons and class discussions. Organizers
filled the building with displays depicting the contributions of different racial groups to
American and world civilization, and visual calls for racial acceptance and understanding
(Johanek & Puckett, 2007). In 1939, when ethnic tensions erupted in the neighborhood between

10

Emilio Guerra became the head of the Foreign Languages Department at NYU, and eventually hired Hernán
LaFontaine and others from P.S. 25 to establish a Bilingual Education master’s program for teachers (Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, January 13, 2013).
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Italian and Puerto Rican youth, Covello organized a community conference and made numerous
speeches focusing on tolerance (Thomas, 2010).
It was no wonder that BFHS pioneered this original program for its Puerto Rican
newcomers. Covello had a history of educating recent arrivals while incorporating their culture
and language into the school curriculum. In the midst of a community of 70,000 Italian
immigrants, the largest community of Italians in the United States, he reaffirmed his belief in the
importance of Italian language study for Italian-descended children. In fact, he was the foremost
advocate for instituting Italian language instruction in schools and having Italian approved as a
foreign language for study in the New York City public schools on behalf of the Italians—the
Puerto Ricans’ predecessors in East Harlem. His educational theories and pedagogy arose from
his own experiences as a high school teacher of Italo-American children from 1911 until 1934.
In his last year of teaching he began his major research study, The Social Background of the
Italo-American School Child: A Study of the Southern Italian Family Mores and Their Effect on
the School Situation in Italy and America. In 1934, he was appointed principal of the newlyformed Benjamin Franklin High School and there implemented his new strategy to overcome the
obstacles Italo-American school children faced which he called “community-centered education”
(Meyer, 1985, p. 55).
Bilingualism was an integral part of Covello’s conception of community-centered
education. In a foreshadowing of the conclusions that would later be reached by Puerto Rican
educational activists in the 1960s and beyond, Covello became convinced that the fact that their
history, language, and culture were not taught or validated in the school system instilled a sense
of inferiority in Italo-American schoolchildren.
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In many ways, the work of Covello and his most outstanding pupil, Congressman Vito
Marcantonio, presages that of remarkable Puerto Rican leaders such as Antonia Pantoja and
Evelina Antonetty in the next generation. Covello and Marcantonio became strong allies of
Puerto Ricans in East Harlem. After defending his own people as a community activist, it was a
natural extension for Covello to promote tolerance and understanding for the newest migrants to
the community. He attended meetings and rallies led by Puerto Rican leaders, conducted
workshops for the community at Benjamin Franklin High School and wrote countless letters to
the press on behalf of Puerto Ricans (Thomas, 2010). He organized numerous conferences to
address the educational and civic needs of Puerto Ricans. His excellent work in making the
school a communal ally and a haven for cultural understanding and tolerance set a precedent for
P.S. 25, the future bilingual community-centered school.
In an unheralded attempt to raise the educational achievement of Italian-American
students in New York City high schools, in 1915, 46 years before Antonia Pantoja established
the first Aspira club, Leonard Covello started Il Circulo Italiano, with a group of twelve students
at DeWitt Clinton High School. The club’s purpose was to instill ethnic knowledge and pride in
order to booster academic achievement, similar to the efforts of the Aspira clubs with Puerto
Rican youth in the 1960s. In an uncanny example of how attitudes towards Italian-American
students mirrored those towards Puerto Ricans a generation later, one of the students in Il
Circulo describes the disdain experienced by Italian-American students in the academically
competitive Dewitt Clinton High School: “We were a minority group and we were looked down
upon. Some teachers even had the impression that we couldn’t learn” (Meyer, 1985b, p. 57).
From its original twelve students at Dewitt Clinton, Il Circulo Italiano expanded to other high
schools and by the mid-1920s boasted a membership of approximately 3,000 students. And in a
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prior enactment of the ideology of the Aspira clubs of the 1960s, the Circoli attempted to counter
the focus on assimilation and acculturation which alienated Italian-American youth from their
culture and community.
Marcantonio was a student in Covello’s first Italian class at DeWitt Clinton High School.
His political rise benefitted immeasurably from the bilingualism he gained under Covello’s
tutelage. Marcantonio thrived in Il Circulo Italiano. In an effort to counter the denigration of
the Italian language and culture perpetuated by the school system and society at large, Il Circulo
Italiano sponsored cultural activities, bought books in Italian for the school library, and produced
a bilingual journal in English and Italian (Meyer, 1985b).
In an echo of what the Hispanic Association Pro-Higher Education (HAPHE) would do
years later, Marcantonio and other college students at NYU, under the guidance of Covello,
formed a Circulo Italiano at NYU which provided tutoring to high school students in East
Harlem (Meyer, 1985). Also, Covello and Marcantonio worked together on the Harlem
Legislative Conference, a coalition of community organizations that prioritized the creation of
public housing, like Pantoja did with the Puerto Rican Association for Community Affairs
(PRACA). Covello became principal of Benjamin Franklin High School in 1934, and as a
Congressman representing East Harlem, Marcantonio proved instrumental in intervening with
Mayor LaGuardia to secure a new home for Benjamin Franklin High School in 1940.
Hernán LaFontaine, founding principal of P.S. 25, The Bilingual School, who grew up in
East Harlem, knew generally of Leonard Covello and his work at Benjamin Franklin High
School. Speaking of Covello, LaFontaine commented, “He was very well-known, well-liked and
very progressive” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, November 8, 2014). Evelina
Antonetty also lived in El Barrio and worked closely with Vito Marcantonio. Marcantonio

56

became a mentor to Antonetty, who would go on to become a community leader and organizer in
the South Bronx. Antonetty assisted in the establishment of P.S. 25 as the first Spanish-English
bilingual school in New York City, and she was familiar with Covello’s educational initiatives
and community work on behalf of Puerto Ricans.
Leonard Covello was part of education reform in an earlier era. But because of the
failure of the Board of Education to recognize, promote and replicate the bilingual/bicultural
model for newcomers that Covello pioneered at Benjamin Franklin High School, the founders of
P.S. 25 did not know about it. In some senses they had to reinvent the wheel because of the
Board’s failure. As in the present day, educators were atomized, and memory of the project was
not carried over. Nevertheless, the cultural and linguistic pluralism and community activism
realized at P.S. 25 had an ideological precursor in Covello’s vision of a bilingual communitycentered school.
Conclusion
Since 1898, the United States has undertaken policies to undermine the cultural and
linguistic heritage of Puerto Ricans in order to facilitate the Americanization of the island and of
Puerto Ricans on the mainland. Puerto Ricans have been delegated to a type of second-class
citizenship, and been forced to adhere to assimilationist educational policies imposed both by
schools on the island and the New York City public school system. This institutional oppression
has caused severe ramifications in educational achievement.
Reluctant migrants, Puerto Ricans were forced to leave for the mainland in large numbers
after the Second World War due to colonialism’s economic consequences. On the mainland,
Puerto Ricans faced racism and discrimination and even the indignity of being labeled “a
problem.” Puerto Ricans in New York were aware of the colonial ideology that prevailed on the
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island and the mainland and fought it through efforts to demand that they be treated as first-class
citizens. Full citizenship entailed respect and preservation of their language, culture, and
traditions. Faced with an educational bureaucracy that gave lip service to their demands but
showed little will to follow through, Puerto Ricans and their allies in New York City going back
at least to the 1930s resisted the educational status quo on multiple levels. Leonard Covello
implemented bilingual/bicultural education at Benjamin Franklin High School because it was a
pedagogically sound educational project. In 1958, The Puerto Rican Study reaffirmed the
validity of this approach.
While none of these preliminary efforts at achieving educational equality ended in lasting
reform, they paved the way for a groundbreaking experiment in bilingual/multicultural education
established and controlled by the Puerto Rican community itself in 1968, P.S. 25, The Bilingual
School. After decades of official indifference to Puerto Rican community demands, the
community decided to forge a solution on the community level. The creation of a school for
their own that embraced their goals for educational self-determination formed part of the Puerto
Rican anti-colonial project. Evelina Antonetty, whose political education began with her work
with Leonard Covello’s close disciple Vito Marcantonio, would spearhead these efforts in the
South Bronx.
But before Antonetty would begin this undertaking, outgrowths of the civil rights
movement demanded educational reform both at the city and national levels. A movement for
community control of schools commenced in New York City, and for the Puerto Rican
community, bilingual education would comprise an integral component of the movement’s
vision. The federal government passed progressive legislation in response to the national civil
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rights movement, providing the context that would prove vital to the birth and growth of the
Bilingual School. I will discuss these events in Chapter 2.
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Chapter 2: The Educational Civil Rights Movement:
Setting the Stage for The Bilingual School
The social life of the child is the basis of concentration, of correlation, in all his
training or growth. The social life gives the unconscious unity and the
background of all his efforts and of all his attainments. (My Pedagogic Creed,
John Dewey, 1897.)
(I)f you ever prove that a community can get together and solve its own problems,
you’re half way on home. (Bill Moyers to Lyndon Johnson, May 14, 1964.)

Introduction
P.S. 25 might never have been born if not for the confluence of various movements for
educational reform that grew out of the civil rights movement. In New York City in the 1950s
and 1960s, a concerted effort began to reform the entire school system and to make it respond
better to the needs of African American and Puerto Rican children. Parents and education
advocates first attempted to desegregate the public schools and then to place them under
community control. Different levels of government responded to these social movements in
distinct ways. From 1954-1966, New York City and its agencies, most notably the Board of
Education, stymied efforts to desegregate the schools. City officials, who in 1967-1968 initially
showed sympathy for minority demands for control over their own schools, by 1969 had
definitively backed down in the face of virulent opposition by the teachers union, the UFT.
While the city government was cracking down on community self-determination and
autonomy, the federal government was actively supporting it. The federal government
responded to the civil rights movement through progressive legislation and court orders. First
came the decision in Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 declaring segregation in public
schools unconstitutional. Then, and even more importantly for the Puerto Rican community in
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the South Bronx, President Lyndon Johnson in 1964 introduced the War on Poverty. It provided
significant funds for community initiatives in poor areas of the country. With financial support
provided by the War on Poverty, organizers formed grassroots organizations that advocated for
bilingual education and community control of schools. In the South Bronx, the Puerto Rican
activist Evelina Antonetty founded United Bronx Parents, Inc., consolidating the grassroots
activism necessary to successfully lobby for the creation of the Bilingual School in District 7.11
P.S. 25 realized the demands of the community control movement for bilingual education
and parental involvement in schools. But before its creation, the community control movement
produced two important precedents that would pave the way for P.S. 25: I.S. 201 in East Harlem
and P.S. 155 in Ocean Hill-Brownsville-Brownsville, Brooklyn. In September 1966, Hernán
LaFontaine, before assuming the principalship of P.S. 25, became acting principal of I.S. 201.
As Harlem residents clamored for control over their own schools, LaFontaine had to navigate the
terrain between an embattled community and an intransigent Board of Education. Already a
leading Puerto Rican educator and advocate for bilingual education, his experience at I.S. 201
helped acquaint LaFontaine with the educational demands of one group of minority parents and
activists in New York City during the community control era. Also, in the spring of 1968, prior
to the opening of P.S. 25, another experiment took place as part of the model community control
districts in Ocean Hill-Brownsville-Brownsville, Brooklyn. Principal Luis Fuentes established a
Bilingual Mini-School within P.S. 155.
The powerful UFT teachers union under the leadership of Albert Shanker crushed these
two initial experiments in community control. However, P.S. 25, The Bilingual School created
soon after the bilingual minischool, survived and thrived, proving that a bilingual school could
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I will discuss these events in Chapter 3.
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work with the community and flourish. The success of P.S. 25 would counter an urban myth
born of the movement for community control of schools: That community control of schools
could not work.
The Desegregation Movement in New York City and The Puerto Rican Educational
Agenda
By the 1960s, few questioned the abject failure of the New York City public school
system. In 1966, 12,000 pupils were suspended, 30% of the teachers were “permanent
substitutes” without standard licenses, and 89,277 pupils were in overcrowded schools while
99,872 attended underutilized schools. From 1960-1970, reading scores declined, dropout rates
went up, and one out of three students remained a year or more behind in mathematics (Rogers,
1970, p. 128). A consensus was emerging that the schools were failing to educate their students,
especially Blacks and Hispanics concentrated in the poorest inner-city neighborhoods.12 During
these years, many middle-class families took their children out of the public schools or simply
moved from the city.
In 1954, the historic Supreme Court decision, Brown v. Board of Education, outlawing
“separate but equal” schooling in the United States, had marked a turning point in African
Americans’ struggle for integrated and high quality schools. This ruling sparked what many
considered to be the northern branch of the civil rights movement, as education activists in New
York City began to mobilize to desegregate the New York City public schools. After the
Supreme Court ruling in 1954, Black and white civil rights activists, led by the Reverend Milton
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In the 1960s, Puerto Ricans generally referred to themselves as “Hispanic” and I therefore employ this term when
speaking of Puerto Ricans and other Spanish speakers of this era. Today the term “Latino” has gained popularity.
While “Hispanic” refers to people who come from countries where they speak Spanish and “Latino” refers to people
from anywhere in Latin America and are therefore not equivalent words, I interchange both terms in this paper as
Puerto Ricans fall under both categories.
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Galamison and the integrated grassroots organization EQUAL, began to fight valiantly to
desegregate New York City’s public schools. When the Board of Education reneged on a
promise to provide a timetable for fully integrating schools, Galamison and the civil rights leader
Bayard Rustin organized the first of three public school boycotts on February 3, 1964. Puerto
Ricans participated in the boycott - in pickets in front of different schools and the Board of
Education, and in Freedom Schools organized on the day of the boycott. Between 100,000150,000 of the more than 465,000 children who stayed home on the day of the boycott were
Puerto Rican (Gerena Valentín, 2013). In fact, the Puerto Rican neighborhoods of the South
Bronx, East Harlem, the Lower East Side and Williamsburg, had the highest absentee rates
during the boycott (Rogers, 1968).
Buoyed by the success of the boycott, the National Puerto Rican Association of Civil
Rights convened a meeting of Puerto Rican organizations to discuss a uniquely Puerto Rican
educational agenda. Their enumerated demands included teaching Spanish in elementary
schools, requiring all teachers to possess a basic knowledge of Spanish, integrating multicultural
Puerto Rican-centered curriculum for all students, eliminating English standardized aptitude
tests, appointing a Puerto Rican to the Board of Education and recruiting more remedial
education teachers, counselors and psychologists. On March 1, 1964, about three thousand
Puerto Ricans and 700 Black supporters marched in a silent march organized by a coalition of
Puerto Rican organizations to win these demands. They marched from City Hall in Manhattan to
the Board of Education headquarters on Livingston Street in Brooklyn (Gerena Valentín, 2013;
Rogers, 1968).
Despite countless actions by integration supporters between 1954 and 1966, none of the
integration proposals laid out by the Board of Education succeeded. Residential segregation

63

throughout the city greatly complicated the goal, especially because white communities in the
outer boroughs actively resisted integration efforts. Organizations of white parents such as
Parents and Taxpayers (PAT) had membership numbers larger than pro-integration groups like
EQUAL, and fiercely attacked every new Board of Education initiative under a supposed
community control prerogative (Podair, 2002; Taylor, 1997). Furthermore, African Americans
constituted only 15% of registered voters in 1966, and politicians were reluctant to offend the
white voting majority in the city.
Despite their participation in the first school boycott and silent march, most Puerto
Ricans did not participate in the desegregation movement, with the exception of South Bronx
activist and P.S. 25 founder Evelina Antonetty (Gerena Valentín, 2013; Nieto, 2000; Rogers,
1968). Puerto Ricans’ racial diversity and natural integration played a part in their reluctance.
Some suggest that civil rights groups might have secured more success in desegregating the
schools if they had formed a coalition with Puerto Ricans (Rogers, 1968; Rogers & Chung,
1983). Gilberto Gerena Valentín, a Puerto Rican activist from East Harlem who became a city
councilman in the Bronx, explains some of the other reasons for Puerto Ricans’ ambivalence
over integration:
In El Barrio, few Puerto Rican children would have been helped by a special
project to desegregate the schools that the black civil rights movement was
advocating. Our parents would never have agreed to bus their children outside the
community, especially not their daughters. Even, more important, we were aware
that our children would be discriminated against no matter whether they were sent
to black, white, or mixed schools, because both blacks and whites treated us as
foreigners because we didn’t speak English. Discrimination against Puerto
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Ricans was rampant. We were truly between a rock and a hard place. (Gerena
Valentín, 2013, p. 138.)
Gerena Valentín’s sentiments reflect the reasoning of many Puerto Ricans who preferred the idea
of taking control of their own schools. This way they could implement bilingual and bicultural
education, employ Puerto Rican personnel and ensure that their children would not be seen as
second class citizens.
Inspired by the success of African American advocacy associations such as the NAACP,
leaders of the Puerto Rican community formed multiple educational advocacy organizations such
as the Puerto Rican Forum in 1955, Hispanic Association Pro-Higher Education (HAPHE) in
1957, Aspira in 1961, United Bronx Parents (UBP) in 1965, and the Puerto Rican Legal Defense
and Education Fund (PRLDEF) in 1972, each of which used different methods to try to address
the failure of the New York City Board of Education to respond to Brown as well as to provide
appropriate services for Spanish-speaking students. The Parade Committee and the Congress of
Hometown Clubs, formed in the 1960s, also actively participated in Puerto Rican civil rights
struggles in the city. Rather than an emphasis on desegregation, Puerto Ricans’ participation in
the civil rights movement focused on expanding voting rights through the abolition of the New
York State English literacy exam and improving their children’s education through the
implementation of bilingual and multicultural education. By 1966, community control and
bilingual education were the nonnegotiable goals Puerto Rican organizations sought, both as a
means of facilitating educational achievement and of preserving their cultural and linguistic
heritage (Reyes, 2006; Vázquez, 2008).
In the 1950s and 60s, Hernán LaFontaine, future founding principal of P.S. 25, was
starting to distinguish himself as a leader in the Puerto Rican community and as an educator
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dedicated to the struggle to improve the quality of education for Puerto Rican students in New
York City. In 1957, along with other future bilingual educators and collaborators, including
Yvonne DeGaetano, Muriel Pagán, Carmen Rodriguez, Nat Quiñones, Orlando Torro and Genis
Melendez, LaFontaine founded the Hispanic Association Pro-Higher Education (HAPHE), an
organization of Puerto Rican professionals from a number of fields.13 Focused on educational
issue, HAPHE’s stated goal was “to set a positive image to counter ‘pathology and fear,’ to show
the Puerto Rican as ambitious, with a desire and increasing ability to climb upwards, as have all
past newcomers to the city” (HAPHE Brochure, n.d.).
LaFontaine recounted how the organization sponsored a series of conferences for Puerto
Rican youth: “It was just young Hispanic college graduates. We, having just gone through the
process, felt that we should try to help the younger generation, many of whom had no notion.
We worried about their dropout rate….The people I brought with me were educators, mostly
from East Harlem” (personal communication, July 6, 2016). LaFontaine recalled his work at
HAPHE: “We had a little project to do tutoring for kids in the Bronx on Saturday mornings. We
would offer tutoring for SATs. It was very effective and very nice because it had a specific
goal” (personal communication, July 6, 2016). The members of HAPHE volunteered their time,
and the project received no federal funding.
LaFontaine also worked with Antonia Pantoja at the Puerto Rican Forum and helped with
the formation of Aspira:
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In her book, Puerto Rican Citizen, Lorrin Thomas (2010) states the Hispanic Association Pro-Higher Education
(HAPHE) was founded in 1959 (p. 212). Thomas cites no sources to substantiate this claim. However, in an
interview I conducted with Hernán LaFontaine on October 27, 2014 in Hartford, Ct, he specified that the year of
HAPHE’s founding was 1957. See Thomas, L. (2010). Puerto Rican citizen: History and political identity in
twentieth-century New York City. Chicago: The University of Chicago.
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That became our base organization in the city from which we wanted to grow other
structures for other purposes…(T)he Puerto Rican Forum said we needed to do
something to push more kids to get into college, raise the Aspirations of the students so
that they can think about college. The same people who did the Forum, some of us liked
education. So, we created Aspira (personal communication, July 6, 2016.)
LaFontaine and others helped start Aspira clubs in city high schools and he later served
on Aspira’s Board of Directors.
Then, several years later in 1965, along with other educators including Al Matthews,
Jesús Menéndez, Yvonne DeGaetano, Carmen Rivera and Nat Quiñones, LaFontaine created the
Puerto Rican Educators’ Association (PREA), which served as a solidarity and advocacy
organization and, like HAPHE, promoted higher education among Puerto Rican youth as a
means to engender future leadership in the community. Of PREA’s goals LaFontaine states, “It
was the initiation of the ethnicity movements…We wanted to establish a power base. We
wanted a voice” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014). The first
meeting of PREA was held at Riverside Church with 75-80 people in attendance. Carmen
Rodriguez, who would become superintendent of District 7 and the first Puerto Rican
superintendent in New York City attended the planning meeting at Riverside Church. She
recalls, “We all knew each other from growing up in El Barrio. We would socialize together and
have parties to organize” (Carmen Rodriguez, personal communication, September 27, 2013).14
Later, after he became a principal, LaFontaine started a Puerto Rican principals
association with about ten other people, including Al Matthews and Carmen Rivera. LaFontaine
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Carmen Rivera became President of PREA, and Carmen Rodriguez was the First Vice President. When Carmen
Rivera stepped down as president after her mother died, Carmen Rodriguez became president.
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recalls, “There were enough people that I thought we should start off with an administrators
association. It was the next big move organization-wise” (personal communication, January 14,
2018). His distinguished record in establishing Puerto Rican advocacy organizations prepared
LaFontaine for his roles to come.
I.S. 201, Community Control, and Hernán LaFontaine
LaFontaine’s true leadership ability emerged in a trial-by-fire situation at the front and
center of the community control movement in New York City. In September 1966, in the face of
bitter acrimony and a leadership vacuum, LaFontaine stepped up to assume the principalship at
I.S. 201, the school at the forefront of the fight for integration and community control.
Since 1958, residents of Harlem had been demanding construction of a junior high school
in a border area of Harlem to facilitate integration, but Superintendent Bernard Donovan ignored
the community’s wishes and announced at a public meeting in East Harlem in the spring of 1965
that the intermediate school would be constructed on Park Avenue between 127th and 128th
Streets (Ports, 1970; Rogers, 1968). At the meeting, Donovan told parents that the school’s
location right over the Triborough Bridge would attract white students from Queens to its special
program. Although throughout the spring and fall of 1965 community groups sent inquiries to
the Board regarding the details of the integration plan for the school, the Board never responded.
Rose Shapiro, the central board’s community liaison member who later became president of the
Board, never attended a single local community school board meeting in District 4. Despite
pleas from the parents in the district, Shapiro did not meet with them during the entire year
preceding the school’s opening (Ports, 1970). Then, at a local school board meeting in February
1966, District 4 Superintendent Schreiber offhandedly announced that the school would be 50%
Black and 50% Puerto Rican. In effect, he was announcing an integration plan which included

68

two minority, segregated communities with no whites involved. This cynical “integration” plan
became a symbol of the contempt of school officials for the wishes of the Harlem community.
The outrage that this announcement sparked marked a turning point in the school reform
movement. Frustrated at the failure to integrate schools, parents, led by Helen Testamark, Isaiah
Robinson, David Spencer, Babette Edwards and others, resolved either that the Board make I.S.
201 a top notch integrated school or else keep it closed (Ports, 1970). Kathy Goldman, founder
of EQUAL, which consisted of an integrated group of parents demanding integrated education,
recalls the significance of the Board of Education’s failure to keep its word at I.S. 201:
The [stated] reason I.S. 201 was put where it is is that it is extremely well located
for transporting kids easily....right over the Triborough Bridge. The Board of
Education promised it would be an integrated school that would draw from three
boroughs: Manhattan, Queens and the Bronx. The integration fight was a major
struggle, and it occurred on the cusp of Black Power. In fact, it was one of the...
[precipitating] factors in the rise of the Black Power movement in New York. If
you don’t keep your word and integrate the schools the way you said you will,
then we want control of our own schools because you lie and you cheat (personal
communication, December 14, 2015.)
Historians Maurice Berube and Marilyn Gittell (1969) noted that the Board’s failure to
present a viable integration plan for I.S. 201 “marked the end of the school integration
movement” in New York City (p. 13). By 1966 schools in New York City were more segregated
than in 1954 and the desegregation movement was finished. Seeing all their efforts at school
integration effectively thwarted, civil rights leaders and parents decided to turn to the alternative
vision put forth by the Black Power Movement: community control and participation in local
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schools (Rogers, 1968; Taylor, 1997). For poor Puerto Ricans as well as Blacks, community
control embodied their legitimate desire to help determine their children’s education.
Community control, they believed, would create a structure for local schools more representative
and responsive to their children’s needs and lead to more racial equality in New York City
schools (Perlstein, 2004; Rogers, 1970).
With civil rights, parent and community leaders in Harlem in agreement, they demanded
that if the Board refused to integrate I.S. 201, they should be awarded “total community control”
of the school. They formed the East Harlem Community Council, which requested a voice in the
appointment of school personnel and the management of the school (Buder, September 21, 1966;
Ports, 1970).
The events that had occurred after April 1966, with the Board’s display of utter contempt
for the community, changed the community’s prior approval of Stanley Lisser as principal of I.S.
201. A person who had formerly been an acceptable candidate for principal suddenly became
unacceptable. With the indignity of having to accept “a pattern of crippling, inferior, segregated
education,” the decision to retain Mr. Lisser as principal “without formal communication with
the parents” became a symbolic humiliation the community could not countenance (Livingston
Wingate, cited in Buder, September 21, 1966, p. 34).15 In addition, for the parents, part of the
community control ideal they sought included the ability to hire and fire principals and teachers.
The power struggle between the community and the Board became so volatile that by the
time the school was about to open, threats were made against the life of Lisser and anyone
associated with him in the school. LaFontaine, who had been working as a high school science
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teacher, had been recruited and named as assistant principal at I.S. 201 by Lisser in 1966, prior to
the school’s opening. However, with Lisser receiving death threats and planning to resign, it
became clear that they needed to make contingency plans. In August 1966, LaFontaine, the local
police precinct captain, Lisser, and new District Superintendent Murray Hart met at Frank’s
Restaurant next to the Apollo Theater on 125th Street. The police captain decided that under no
circumstances should Stanley Lisser report on the first day of school. Notices were sent out to
students that on the first day of classes they should report to Cooper Junior High School, an old,
decrepit building that had been officially closed on June 30th of the prior semester.
On the first day of school, Monday, September 19th, the staff and administrators met all
the students in the indoor cafeteria/play-yard. Although LaFontaine was only the junior assistant
principal, not due to become officially licensed until the end of October, he took control of the
situation. With all the teachers and their students assembled in the cafeteria, he stood on top of a
table and—using a hand-held megaphone—announced that the program for the day would
consist of attendance followed immediately by early dismissal. I.S. 201 did not open officially
until a couple of days later, with Lisser reporting to the district office and everyone else reporting
to the brand new I.S. 201 building, built especially to house the ostensibly integrated school.
The architecture of the building conveyed the New York City Board of Education’s disdain for
the minority students who would inhabit the building. Kathy Goldman recounted how it
resembled a fortress or prison more than a school: “First windowless school. Really shocking. It
was disgusting” (personal communication, December 14, 2015). In addition to forcing students
to learn in a building with no natural light, the building was built with no outdoor play area
(Ports, 1970).
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A faculty conference was held at the end of the first day with the district superintendent
and the New York City Superintendent of Schools (now known as the Chancellor) Dr. Bernard
Donovan. Donovan gave a “Keep up the good work, it’s a difficult time but we must push on,”
kind of speech to the teachers, but it was a very tense, hostile and inconclusive meeting. At the
end, almost as an afterthought, as Donovan started to walk out, he said, “Oh, Miss Banfield,
you’ll be the acting principal.” Whereupon Beryl Banfield, an African American woman who
had been Lisser’s assistant at P.S. 175, promptly stood up and defiantly stated, "I certainly will
not.” She turned around and walked away, which ended the meeting. Dr. Donovan walked out
with no response. Everyone was flabbergasted and asked each other: “What are we going to
do?” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communications January 13, 2013; September 15, 2016).
LaFontaine suddenly found himself in the middle of a battle between the community and
the teachers. While the East Harlem community was united in its opposition to the appointment
of a white principal at I.S. 201, the teachers—half Black and half white—unanimously backed
the appointment of Stanley Lisser, a white principal whom they trusted. When the school
opened for students for the first time on September 20th, 53 of the 55 assigned teachers stayed off
the job to protest Lisser’s departure (Buder, September 21, 1966). LaFontaine showed up at the
school at 6:00 a.m. to attend to per diem subs.
Parents and community members quickly mobilized to cover classes (Hernán LaFontaine,
personal communication, January 13, 2013; Ports, 1970). The striking teachers went to Board
headquarters to protest, an action that led to the temporary reinstatement of Lisser as principal by
the Board, overturning Donovan’s agreement. However, with the Board facing the possibility of
a boycott of the school by the East Harlem community if Lisser returned, the reinstatement never
took place (Buder, September 21, 1966). Stanley Lisser was reassigned to a position in limbo at

72

the district office, not officially retiring until April 1967 (Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, September 15, 2016; New York Times, March 11, 1967).
Although scared about dealing with a community infuriated at the failure of the Board of
Education to integrate their school and clambering for community control, LaFontaine met with
people from the community who sought to communicate with the person in charge. Nobody
knew who LaFontaine was; the assigned principal never showed up. One meeting with parents
and their supporters proved especially explosive. When people came in to sit around a long
table, one man pulled something out of his pocket and put it down on the table. It was a pistol.
LaFontaine, who was sitting at the table said, “Oh, geez. Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve got an
issue here.” He was standing at the table but his knees were shaking and he was trying to hold
on to the table so that his shaking would not be too visible. I said, “We cannot have a meeting
with that weapon in this building.” LaFontaine recognized the man with the gun as Herman
Ferguson, an educator and Black nationalist who would later become assistant principal at P.S.
40 in Queens and P.S. 21 in Brooklyn. At the time he was also an activist for community control
of New York City public schools.
LaFontaine recalled that he could have fainted then and there. But he maintained his
composure and said, “We can’t have this. Put that thing away.” Ferguson grumbled.
LaFontaine said, “You don’t understand. We cannot have a meeting with that weapon in the
building. That’s it. You people want to meet, that’s fine, but not with me. I’ll never be part of
this.” The other community representatives finally told Ferguson he had to go out (Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, January 13, 2013). The meeting marked a turning point.
After that, people turned to LaFontaine as head of the school even though he was not yet an
official assistant principal. In spite of the fact that both Beryl Banfield and Carmen Rivera were
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senior assistant principals, with Banfield having considerably more experience than he,
LaFontaine became the de facto acting principal: “No one appointed me, no one questioned me,
everyone knew I was in charge” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, September 15,
2016). He was only a little over 30 years old.
After the failure of integration at I.S. 201 and before the Bilingual School arrived, a
significant experiment in community control was about to take place in New York City. The
discontent at the Board’s handling of I.S. 201 spawned more parental conflict throughout the city
in the winter of 1966-1967. In fact, on December 19, 1966 the pivotal moment in the fight for
community control took place with Evelina Antonetty, the founder of the Bilingual School at
P.S. 25, at the forefront. After an African American woman was denied the right to address the
Board of Education at a public meeting, her supporters protested, and the board’s president,
Lloyd Garrison, adjourned the meeting. Community control protesters then summarily took over
the absent board members’ seats and declared themselves the “People’s Board of Education.”
The Reverend Milton Galamison was elected president of this board, and Evelina Antonetty was
elected vice-president. They proceeded to hold hearings, issue press releases, and passed a
resolution in favor of community control of schools (Podair, 2002). Although their sit-in lasted
only a couple of days before police moved in and arrested them, the People’s Board of Education
sent a powerful message to the Board of Education and the wider city that minority communities
held resolute in their support of community control of schools. The People’s Board proved a
turning point in this struggle.16
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Podair (2002) casts the fight for community control of schools as a battle between Black communities and the
city’s educational bureaucracy, but as the presence of Evelina Antonetty and other United Bronx Parents members at
the public board meetings on December 19, 1966 and on January 14, 1969 attests, Puerto Ricans in New York City
very much viewed community control of schools as their struggle as well. Community control constituted an
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While Hernán LaFontaine was principal of I.S. 201, a new model of community
involvement was put in place at the school. Rather than just running bake sales and attending
PTA meetings, parents and other community members were hired to work at the school in such
positions as health aides, school aides, crossing guards, school auxiliaries, security, in addition to
unpaid volunteer staff (Wilson, 1970). The community’s intimate involvement in the school also
included producing written materials and recruiting, organizing and training new community
staff and volunteers. A medical screening program was also established at the school which
helped screen children for visual and auditory problems. Health aides recruited from the
community worked under the supervision of certified nurses to conduct the screenings and then
contact parents by home visits or phone, organize follow-up visits and report results to
appropriate educational authorities. In addition, parents worked with teachers to choose the most
appropriate teaching methods. This experience in forging a new radical paradigm of parent
participation and community control at I.S. 201 set the stage for the new “Latino
Bilingual/Bicultural Community School” model at P.S. 25 beginning in September 1968.
In a 1969 statement, LaFontaine said, “Parents and community persons in general have
exhausted their patience in waiting for things to happen. They are now initiating their own
actions, bypassing normal but inadequate channels of appeal, demanding full participation in the
decision-making processes which so intimately affect their children’s lives” (LaFontaine, 1969,
pp. 330-331). By chance, LaFontaine found himself at the heart of the struggle for community
control of schools. I.S. 201 proved to be ground zero in a preliminary confrontation between a
minority community and the school system, one that foreshadowed the later and bigger

inextricable part of Puerto Ricans’ demand for bilingual education. Puerto Ricans’ participation in the community
control movement has largely been ignored in the leading scholarship of the period.
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showdown in Ocean Hill-Brownsville-Brownsville. In a potentially explosive situation, he
proved to be fair-minded and unwilling to be bullied or cowed. Moreover, his experience as
principal at I.S. 201 made him very familiar with the demands of an activist community seeking
input and control over their children's school.
Community activism forced the Board of Education to reluctantly declare its support of
gradual administrative decentralization. After a parent group from Ocean Hill-Brownsville in
Brooklyn declared itself the unofficial school board of District 17, the UFT suggested to the Ford
Foundation that Ocean Hill-Brownsville be among the districts to form part of a decentralization
pilot plan. In April 1967, the Board of Education made a modest gesture toward community
control, agreeing to create three demonstration districts which included I.S. 201, Two Bridges
(Lower East Side) and Ocean Hill-Brownsville-Brownsville in Brooklyn, for which the Ford
Foundation would help foot the bill. These districts were to serve as the model for wider
community control of city schools and Mayor John Lindsay appointed McGeorge Bundy to head
a panel to arrange the design. A new parent-elected local school board took power in Ocean
Hill-Brownsville and appointed Rhody McCoy as unit administrator of the new demonstration
district.
When schools were about to open in September 1967, the UFT struck all city schools for
a new contract. In addition to improved wages, one of the union’s main demands was for
teachers to have the authority to unilaterally remove the “disruptive child,” a student who
misbehaved badly. Although the 1967 strike lasted only two weeks, African American
communities in particular considered the union’s actions a thinly-veiled attempt to withhold
instruction from African American students and did not support it.
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With racial tensions between minority communities and teachers in the city heightened,
one school in the Ocean Hill-Brownsville-Brownsville pilot district demonstrated that it could
show a heightened sensitivity to the needs of its student body. In September 1967 Luis Fuentes
was chosen to become principal of P.S. 155, appointed while having bypassed the Board of
Examiners list. He was the second Puerto Rican principal to receive a permanent appointment
(Podair, 2002).17 In April 1968, just as preparations were underway to open P.S. 25, The
Bilingual School in September 1968, principal Luis Fuentes initiated a bilingual minischool
within P.S. 155 for the 25% of the 1,200 children in the school who were Puerto Rican. The
minischool represented the first Spanish-English bilingual program in a New York City public
school. As part of the community control experiment, parents formed a committee at P.S. 155
that proposed the concept to Fuentes who in turn presented it to Rhody McCoy. Fuentes recalls,
“When I reported to Mr. McCoy, he said, ‘What do they want?’ I said, ‘They want their own
school.’” (Fuentes 1970, cited in Rubinstein 1970, p. 240). At P.S. 155, it became clear that for
the Puerto Rican community, community control of schools meant bilingual education. This
conception would be further born out at P.S. 25, just months after P.S. 155’s minischool started.
The bilingual minischool program at P.S. 155 began in April 1968 with four classes, and
by September 1968 one bilingual class was offered per grade, with two classes in kindergarten.
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In his book, The strike that changed New York, Jerald Podair makes the claim that Luis Fuentes was the second
Puerto Rican permanently appointed principal in the city school system without citing a source for this assertion nor
mentioning the name of the first permanently appointed Puerto Rican principal. According to Hernán LaFontaine,
he was acting principal at I.S. 201 from September 1966-December 1967, and did not receive a permanent
appointment until the spring of 1968 when he was appointed founding principal of P.S. 25, The Bilingual School.
However, he states that to his knowledge, there were no other Puerto Rican principals in New York City when he
was principal of I.S. 201 (personal communication, January 14, 2018). Thus, although without a permanent
appointment, it is possible that Hernán LaFontaine was the first principal of Puerto Rican descent in the New York
City public schools.
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By May 1969, it had waiting lists for all of its classes from kindergarten through fifth grade. All
the aides were recruited from the community but Fuentes, like LaFontaine at P.S. 25, had to
travel to Puerto Rico in the summer of 1968 to find qualified bilingual teachers. Unlike at P.S.
25, at P.S. 155, the bilingual classes were primarily for Puerto Rican students, although they
offered Spanish as a Second Language classes two or three times a week for native English
speakers as well as part-time Swahili classes for all students. In contrast to P.S. 25, at P.S. 155
the language of instruction was haphazard and flexible. At P.S. 155, teachers were known to
translate as they went along or to give a summary in English after a lesson in Spanish
(Rubinstein, 1970). Whereas P.S. 155 was initiating its experiment, Hernán LaFontaine and his
colleagues at P.S. 25 were putting together a much more precise and systematic approach to
bilingual education18
Language pedagogy notwithstanding, the byproduct of the bilingual instruction at both
schools produced similar undeniable benefits. As products of the community control movement,
I.S. 155, like P.S. 25, viewed parental involvement as central. Attendance in the bilingual
minischool surpassed that in the rest of P.S. 155, and a typical parents meeting included about
350 parents, with the meeting conducted in two languages (Rubinstein, 1970). A special
Bilingual Advisory Committee of Spanish-speaking parents gave recommendations to the
minischool on numerous matters, including curriculum. Impromptu visits to classes were
encouraged and the school held workshops and information sessions for parents. The simple fact
that Spanish-speaking parents could come to the school and have conferences with teachers who
spoke their language increased participation.
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See Appendix B. This model will be discussed more at length in Chapter 4.
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On May 8, 1968, approximately one month after the inception of the bilingual minischool
at P.S. 155, racial tensions between minority communities and teachers in the city heightened.
The Ocean Hill-Brownsville-Brownsville school board requested the involuntary transfer of
thirteen teachers, five assistant principals and one principal for reassignment to central
headquarters. The UFT then struck the district and 350 teachers walked out. Although the
Ocean Hill-Brownsville school board received permission from the central board to hire new
teachers to replace the striking teachers to keep the schools open in the fall, on September 9,
1968, the UFT struck all city schools to reinstate the ten teachers still protesting their involuntary
transfer and the 350 teachers out on strike since May 9th. Although the UFT reached an
agreement with the Board of Education on September 10th to reinstate the ten teachers and
supporting strikers, on September 11th, when the teachers tried to return to their classrooms,
residents from the Ocean Hill-Brownsville community blocked them. In response, on September
13th, teachers went out on strike again citywide. Although this second strike ended on September
30th with another agreement, further disputes between the Ocean Hill-Brownsville school board
and community and an intransigent teachers union led to a third citywide teachers strike. The
objective of this third and final strike, which lasted over a month, from October 14, 1968 to
November 17, 1968, was to destroy the demonstration districts and the larger community control
project, an objective that it by and large accomplished. This final strike was settled on terms
largely favorable to the UFT.
Meanwhile, on November 15, 1968, just two days before the third teachers strike ended,
the Appellate Court Division upheld the Rinaldi ruling which voided the appointment of
demonstration school district principals. Consequently, the demonstration district principals,
including Luis Fuentes, were suspended. When the Board of Education held their first public
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hearing for Spanish speakers on January 14, 1969, the speakers, who included Evelina
Antonetty, called for complete community control of schools as well as more bilingual
education. They also denounced the removal of Luis Fuentes as principal and the schools’
failure to adequately educate the city’s quarter million Puerto Rican students. When Fuentes
rose to address the board, he received a standing ovation. In addition to draping a Puerto Rican
flag on one wall, the 150 people present stood up to sing the Puerto Rican national anthem
(Buder, 1969). The show of support at the hearing gives an indication of how community
control, bilingual education and the appointment of Puerto Rican personnel were linked with
Puerto Rican identity and pride in the late 1960s.
On January 15, 1969, the State Court of Appeals overruled the lower courts, ruling in
favor of the central board’s creation of the category of demonstration school principal on all
counts. Fuentes and two other demonstration district principals in Ocean Hill-BrownsvilleBrownsville were then reinstated to their positions (Berube & Gittell, 1969). Despite this
vindication, Luis Fuentes’ fate as acting principal of P.S. 155 and that of the bilingual minischool
were ultimately sealed in August 1971. It was then that a new school board voted to dismiss him
and dismiss or put on probation the other eight principals in Ocean Hill-Brownsville-Brownsville
appointed during the demonstration district experiment (Darnton, 1971).
Amidst the turmoil of the fall of September 1968, P.S. 25, The Bilingual School, opened
its doors. It had very many of the same community-centered aspects as did the schools in the
Ocean Hill-Brownsville-Brownsville experimental district, including the ability to bypass the
typical hiring process mandated by the Board of Education at the time. Rather than working off
seniority lists, at P.S. 25 the local school board chose the principal, and the principal chose the
founding teachers. Parental involvement also formed a key pillar of the project from the outset.
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And like the Ocean Hill-Brownsville-Brownsville district, P.S. 25 remained open during the
teacher strikes, committed to educating the students of the inner city. But unlike the
demonstration districts, P.S. 25 avoided the pitfalls of the anti-community control forces in the
city and survived. After the 1968-1969 school year, less than half of the original replacement
teachers remained in Ocean Hill-Brownsville-Brownsville and the community control
experiment was dead. P.S. 25, The Bilingual School, on the other hand, would just be
completing its first successful school year.
Furthermore, LaFontaine in the South Bronx circumvented the fate that befell Fuentes
because P.S. 25, although created from the same community control movement that spawned
P.S. 155, was not part of the demonstration districts. LaFontaine’s spring 1968 appointment was
official and permanent even though he received his principal's license in fall 1968. The contours
and reasons for the school’s survival will be discussed at length in Chapters 4, 5 and 6.
The War on Poverty, Bilingual Education and P.S. 25
A central aspect of P.S. 25’s success derives from the propitious time and place of its
birth. The Bilingual School emerged in an era in which innovative agendas were possible. Just
as the community control movement in New York City was getting crushed by Albert Shanker
and the teachers union, P.S. 25 availed itself of funding from the federal government to
inaugurate its community-centered school. At the beginning of his presidency in 1964-1965,
President Lyndon B. Johnson expressed a commitment to undertake government-led programs
that would commence direct measures to assist the underprivileged, and to eliminate poverty and
racial injustice. In his 1964 State of the Union address, Johnson declared an “unconditional war
on poverty.” Guided by the philosophy that the government could help people to help
themselves, he embarked on an ambitious project known as the Great Society. The legislation he

81

initiated as part of this program in his State of the Union address, on January 8, 1964, that
specifically targeted poverty, was the War on Poverty. Johnson envisioned local planning to
realize educational advancement and job creation as the essence of the federal anti-poverty
effort. The War on Poverty differed from New Deal liberalism by emphasizing community
action, including formerly excluded groups in the process and avoiding the stigmatization carried
by past federal aid programs (McKee, 2011). The War on Poverty programs injected major new
funding into education, healthcare and deeply rooted rural and urban problems (McKee, 2011).19
P.S. 25 would become a good example of the successful realization of the ideals of the War on
Poverty in the Puerto Rican South Bronx.
In this environment of federal government activism, Hispanic communities throughout
the country lobbied the federal government to take action on behalf of language minority
children. They were part of a larger grassroots movement for bilingual education that included
groups representing Mexican Americans in the Southwest. Responding to this national
grassroots pressure, Congress acted. President Johnson signed Title VII of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act, or the Bilingual Education Act (BEA), into law on January 2, 1968.
The BEA formed an important component of the anti-poverty offensive of the War on Poverty
because it provided funds to support bilingual education programs for poor migrant and
immigrant children who did not yet speak English. As part of a larger anti-poverty initiative,
Title VII focused on the reorganization of local institutions rather than reconstituting the larger
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A lesser known Title of the ESEA that also emphasized equity and community action, Title III, funded
“Community Education Centers” (CECs) in local school districts to innovate beyond the confines of the public
school classroom. Puerto Ricans in East Harlem used money from Title III to develop El Museo del Barrio. Isaiah
Robinson Files, Series 378, Box 12, Folder 12, Board of Education Records, Municipal Archives of New York
City.; El Museo del Barrio History Timeline http://www.elmuseo.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/Timeline.pdf
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structures of the economy and society. In focusing on transforming local culture it was thus a
less costly or politically fraught antipoverty effort than the New Deal had been (O’Connor,
2001).
The War on Poverty was a direct outgrowth of the civil rights movement, a movement
that also ushered in a wave of federal legislation as well as court cases that attempted to provide
minority groups with equal rights and prevent discrimination. The landmark Supreme Court case
Brown v. Board of Education (1954) marked the beginning of a movement to integrate schools.
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited discrimination based on race, color or
national origin from “any program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance.” Then in
1965, the Johnson administration approved the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA), a major effort by the federal government to counter the effects of poverty on
educational achievement. Under this legislation, initiatives such as Head Start (preschool) and
Title I (supplemental support services for at-risk students) began.
One of the criticisms of federal assistance was that it funded “welfare” and fomented
dependency. Sargent Shriver’s team at the Office of Economic Opportunity pioneered a new
“community action” model that challenged the old social service paradigm. Unlike New Deal
social policy programs associated with poor, female, inner-city and minority Americans, War on
Poverty programs, including Title VII aid, enabled a new model of community action that drew
upon the indigenous knowledge of local community residents for the improvement of social
services in their areas (O’Connor, 2001). Although Lyndon Johnson never wholeheartedly
embraced the grassroots community action component, his aides understood it as necessary to
counter the systemic discrimination visited upon African Americans and other minorities as well
as to address inequities of power (McKee, 2011). Furthermore, the Civil Rights and nationalist
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movements of the day were demanding action to include minorities in roles of power and
decision-making in local institutions in order to determine their own destinies. As I will
delineate in Chapter 3, War on Poverty funding provided the basis for Evelina Antonetty and
United Bronx Parents to begin their community organizing in the South Bronx for quality
education. United Bronx Parents carried out the War on Poverty’s mandate that programs
demonstrate “the maximum feasible participation of residents of the areas and groups served” by
engaging the poor to fight educational inequality on their own terms. The creation of a bilingual
school was the vision they fought for and won.
The Bilingual Education Act made it federal policy to support bilingual education
programs nationally through competitive grants, and by late 1968 Congress appropriated seven
and a half million dollars to fund the new law (Kloss, 1998). Under this legislation, local school
districts were encouraged to apply for competitive grants to establish innovative educational
programs. Puerto Ricans in New York City benefitted from this governmental largesse. The
BEA became the first comprehensive intervention to address the educational needs of bilingual
students. Although not a mandate for bilingual education, the BEA created financial incentives
for states and districts to set up bilingual programs by setting criteria and offering competitive
grants. The BEA provided funds directly to local school districts to develop and implement
“imaginative” programs to meet the needs of pupils with “limited English-speaking ability
between the ages of 3 and 18” (Public Law 90-247, January 2, 1968). Since it was originally
conceived as an anti-poverty measure, in addition to its language criterion, the BEA specified
that eligible schools must have a “high concentration” of students from welfare homes or homes
with incomes under $3,000ii (Public Law 90-247, January 2, 1968). The BEA also stipulated

84

that instruction should “impart to students a knowledge of the history and culture associated with
their language” (Public Law 90-247, January 2, 1968).
The stated goals of the BEA perfectly matched the mission of the soon-to-open P.S. 25.
As will be discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, passage of the BEA in conjunction with grassroots
community action provided the impetus for local education officials to approve the first bilingual
public school in a Puerto Rican community. P.S. 25 became one of the first recipients nationally
of Bilingual Education Act funding. With this economic backing, the administrators and faculty
were able to realize their original creative agenda for educating English and Spanish-speaking
children of the South Bronx. In Chapter 5, I will detail how the school utilized these funds.
Conclusion
From the 1950s-1960s, the city at best never sympathized with the concerns of its Black
and Puerto Rican population about the quality of their schools. At worst, in deference to
powerful forces invested in maintaining the status quo, it actively tried to sabotage minorities’
demands for more democratic participation and control over their schools. Two successful
manifestations of community control of schools, I.S. 201 in Harlem and the Bilingual Minischool
at P.S. 155 in Ocean Hill-Brownsville-Brownsville, Brooklyn, were wiped out before their new
models of schooling could even take hold. Their demise makes the birth and success of P.S. 25
in the same era even more remarkable. Fortuitously, P.S. 25 was able to take advantage of
federal support stemming from the War on Poverty and part of its educational arm, the Bilingual
Education Act. Because of his long connections to and leadership in the national movement for
bilingual education, Hernán LaFontaine had the contacts at the federal level as well as the knowhow to apply for Title VII grants that would get the creative project off the ground. In Chapters
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3 and 4, I will discuss how P.S. 25 came to be and, through strong grassroots support and
financial aid from the federal government, skirted the forces that destroyed its predecessors.
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Chapter 3: United Bronx Parents, the Struggle for Educational Justice in
the South Bronx in the 1960s and 1970s and the Birth of P.S. 25
The political life of an oppressed people depends directly on their full
understanding of the nature of power and of their true situation in the power
arrangements (Antonia Pantoja, 1989, p. 21.)
It is clear that we in the black and Puerto Rican communities must provide our
own answers to our problems. But we must be aware that the institutions within
our communities do not now belong to us. They don’t because they mean too
much in profits to absentee overlords such as these professional unions. Only
struggle and perseverance will bring our institutions home to us (Luis Fuentes,
1996, p. 141.)
One of the most successful and far-reaching grassroots movements for educational
reform began in the mid-1960s in one of the poorest urban communities in the United States, the
South Bronx. United Bronx Parents, Inc., also known as Padres Unidos del Bronx, under the
leadership of its dynamic and radical founder, Evelina Antonetty, organized and trained hundreds
and possibly thousands of poor and working-class Puerto Rican and African American parents to
demand bilingual and multicultural education, improved educational conditions and
accountability from their local public schools.20 They carried out their organizing in a culturally
and linguistically responsive and class-conscious manner. Their successful community-based
activism counters the argument of educational policy makers and others that the Puerto Rican
community was a bastion of the culture of poverty.
United Bronx Parents became the most important organization representing Puerto Rican
parents’ interests in the South Bronx from the mid-1960s through the 1970s. Using a Freirian
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After marrying Donato Antonetty in 1955, Evelina López subsequently referred to herself as “Evelina Antonetty”
(Anita Antonetty, personal communication, May 18, 2015).
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approach to adult education, they designed a program to teach members of the community to
read and understand their world so they could act upon it and transform it. Through their
organizing and direct actions, they accrued such a degree of grassroots power that New York
City public school districts and administrators willingly acceded to their demands to make
schools more responsive to the needs of the minority students they served. Among their
countless accomplishments, they succeeded in winning approval from Local School Board #7 for
P.S. 25 to become the first Spanish-English bilingual school in New York City.
Despite the broad impact of their work and influence that reached far beyond the confines
of the South Bronx, the story of United Bronx Parents (UBP) has received minimal attention
from scholars. Indeed, the story of how the community won approval for P.S. 25, The Bilingual
School, has never been documented. Yet, an exploration of their efforts and organizing model in
the educational sphere offers important lessons for educational organizers and activists today
working in poor urban minority communities to achieve social justice. The breadth and depth of
the reforms that one small, dedicated organization brought about in the New York City schools
makes us rethink our scholarly understanding of how best to bring about progressive change in
the public school system. In this chapter, I will show how this community organization
dedicated to educational reform responded to the failure of the New York City public schools in
the 1960s by founding a Spanish-English bilingual school for the community.
Crisis for Puerto Ricans in New York City Schools
As discussed in Chapter 1, the abysmal state of education in inner-city minority
neighborhoods in New York City served as the backdrop and context for the founding of United
Bronx Parents. In District 7 in the South Bronx, of 30,000 students 65% or 20,000 were Puerto
Rican, the highest proportion of Puerto Rican children in any school district in the city.
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Comparative measures of their performance painted a bleak picture. In October 1969, 74% of
students in New York State scored above the minimum proficiency rate in reading. In New York
City, only 52% reached the same standard and in District 7 in the South Bronx, only 27%
reached that minimum standard (Antonetty, 1971). United Bronx Parents investigated the
English language development of Puerto Rican students. They found that the fifth graders with
the lowest reading scores attended the most overcrowded schools with the most inexperienced
teachers (UBP, Would you like to know how your schools compare with the rest of the schools in
the Bronx????, n.d.).
Evelina Antonetty, the founder of the grassroots organization United Bronx Parents,
recalled an incident she had as a newly-arrived student from Puerto Rico at P.S 103 in East
Harlem in the 1930s: “I remember trying to read aloud in class. A student laughed at my
efforts” (Antonetty, cited in Lee, n.d., p. 5). Antonetty’s own experience in the school system
helped her sympathize with the plight of newcomers: “The Hispanics from Central America, the
Haitians, the blacks from the south and the Puerto Ricans all have problems with language and
social customs. They experience rejection like I did…They feel like outsiders! That’s why I
began the fight for bilingual education and tolerance. My own memories are still quite vivid”
(Antonetty, cited in Lee, n.d., p. 5; Back, p. 187). These interactions with the New York City
public schools at a young age set the stage for her future advocacy for bilingual education and
for making the schools more responsive to the Puerto Rican, immigrant and black families that
attended them.
Many years later Evelina Antonetty had another involvement with the educational
system, this time as a parent in the South Bronx when her two youngest children, Anita and
Donald, attended Public School 5 in the early 1960s. There she encountered confused and angry
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parents whose children were not learning to read, doing poorly on tests in English, and
subsequently placed in classes for the “mentally retarded.” Antonetty was elected PTA president
of P.S. 5, but soon realized that schools had basic structural problems and change within this
framework was impossible. “I began to see the schools as an island. After 3 o’clock, the school
officials closed the doors and left the community. They made no input into the community. Yet
there were no teachers in the school from the community” (Lee, n.d., p. 9).
In particular, one egregious event sparked her efforts to organize and mobilize parents in
the community outside of the system. Her son Donald (Donny) was suspended from
kindergarten. Kathy Goldman remembers, “None of this would have happened if some asshole
hadn’t decided that this was what he was supposed to do to a five year old… And the rest is
history. That’s why she set up United Bronx Parents” (personal communication, February 6,
2015). Antonetty’s quest for personal justice in the case of her son led her to question greater
institutional injustices within the New York City public schools. She ultimately decided to
organize parents to bring about further changes in a dysfunctional education system.
The War on Poverty and the Birth of United Bronx Parents
Antonetty formed United Bronx Parents in 1965 at a historically auspicious time, at the
confluence of the civil rights movement and the War on Poverty. After Antonetty led a group of
South Bronx parents to occupy a city-owned building slated for demolition, the building, at 791
Prospect Avenue, was saved and it became UBP’s headquarters. UBP operated on a volunteer
basis until 1966 while Antonetty solicited funding from local businesses such as bodegas, barber
shops, a moving van company and community organizations throughout the city sympathetic to
the cause of improving inferior schools in a neglected community (Lee, n.d; Anita Antonetty,
personal communication, May 18, 2015). Because she had previous organizing experience with

90

unions and community organizations, Antonetty won the trust of outside funders to begin a
grassroots organization. In 1966, under the auspices of the War on Poverty, UBP’s primary
sponsor became the federal government when it received a grant from the Office of Economic
Opportunity (OEO), a byproduct of United States Public Law 88-452, the Economic Opportunity
Act of 1964. UBP also received money from the Urban Coalition, a public-private partnership
that supported community organizing even after the OEO and its successor, the Community
Services Administration ceased to exist (Back, 2011; UBP, History of United Bronx Parents,
n.d.). The city government chipped in an additional $26,000 (Personal communication, Lorraine
Montenegro, July 21, 2015).
At its height, UBP successfully used the anti-poverty monies to run six satellite centers,
train thousands of parent advocates, operate a bilingual and bicultural daycare center for working
mothers, offer direct services such as drug addiction prevention, youth recreation, GED and ESL
classes, organize a summer lunch program that served more than 150,000 children in New York
City each day, as well as share its expertise with educational advocacy groups around the country
(Schepers, 1978; UBP, History of United Bronx Parents, n.d.). But at its core, United Bronx
Parents remained an organization of activist poor and working-class Puerto Rican mothers
devoted to taking control of their community schools to improve the quality of education their
children received, and convincing other mothers that they had the right and power to do the
same.
Challenging the Premise of the “Culture of Poverty”
In their organizing to make the New York City schools more responsive to their
community’s needs, the mothers of United Bronx Parents were challenging a prevailing ideology
that deemed their children culturally inferior and incapable of learning. This “culture of
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poverty” theory attributed poverty and school failure to individual or familial pathology rather
than systemic inequality.
It was the harshness of the conditions under which poor Puerto Ricans lived in urban
ghettos that perpetuated the culture of poverty, according to Oscar Lewis (1966). Many liberals,
including leaders of the New York City public school system, adhered to the culture of poverty
thesis in explaining away the systemic failure of the school system to educate Puerto Rican
students by pointing to claims that Puerto Rican students were impossible to educate. The
culture of poverty thesis allowed the New York City Board of Education as well as its teachers to
take an attitude of “gornisht helfen,” literally meaning “Nothing helps” or “Forget about the
situation. It’s hopeless” in Yiddish. In other words, any remedial efforts, such as increased
funding, integration, open classrooms, reform of curriculum, etc. would be a waste of time.
Their opinion was reinforced when educational researcher and sociologist James Coleman
published his 1966 report to the U.S. Commissioner of Education, Equality of Educational
Opportunity. Coleman (1966) claimed that it was because of a deprived culture and lack of
cultural resources, not because of differences in schools or financing, that educationally
disadvantaged students achieved poorly. The Coleman Report undermined the rationale for
providing increased funding or services to schools in poor, minority areas.
Evelina Antonetty and her Puerto Rican mothers in the South Bronx confronted head-on
this inherently racist ideology that painted their children as culturally deficient and responsible
for their own failure. They were determined to show that with equal funding, culturally and
linguistically appropriate texts, appropriate curriculum and pedagogy, along with ethnically
diverse and sensitive teachers and administrators who held high expectations, among other
reforms, their children could learn and thrive. Antonetty had an analysis, forged in the Great
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Depression and through working for the poor in class-conscious political formations such as the
International Workers’ Order and Young Communist League, diametrically opposed to the
culture of poverty thesis (Evelina Antonetty, Interview with Lillian López, February 19, 1976;
Elba Cabrera, Interview with Virginia Sánchez Korrol, March 28, 2018). Activists all around the
country like Antonetty adhered to “opportunity theory,” first put forth by Richard Cloward and
Lloyd Ohlin (1960) in their Delinquency and opportunity: A theory of delinquent gangs, in
which they postulated that delinquent behavior stemmed from the oppression and racism that
minorities experienced from living in an inequitable capitalist system with white racist
institutions. It was opportunity theory that underlay the War on Poverty’s Community Action
Program that helped finance Antonetty and UBP’s projects (Back, 2011; UBP, History of United
Bronx Parents, n.d.).
Evelina Antonetty’s Political Formation
Evelina Antonetty was not a neophyte at organizing for social justice. She arrived from
Puerto Rico at eleven years of age to live with her Aunt Vicenta and Uncle Enrique Godreau in
East Harlem during the Great Depression. Her Aunt Vicenta took part in the ubiquitous political
activity of the time in El Barrio and supported the efforts of left-wing congressman with the
American Labor Party and civil rights advocate, Vito Marcantonio. Antonetty’s mother, Elba
López, had been a member of the Socialist Party in Puerto Rico (Díaz, October 14, 1984; Elba
Cabrera, personal communication, October 13, 2014). Antonetty demonstrated a keen
organizing ability and concern for the poor at a young age. When she was merely twelve, she
voluntarily collected food packages from the government distribution center at the Harlem
YWCA on West 137th Street on behalf of her unemployed neighbors who were too ashamed
themselves to do so. This organizing involved coordinating storage with a local church and
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arranging transportation with her cousin Santos, a trolley car driver, as well as convincing
dubious supervisors to turn over the food to her (Lee, n.d.; Mohr, 1993).
Evelina’s experience as a recently-arrived youngster from Puerto Rico attending public
school in East Harlem sensitized her to the marginalization experienced by Spanish-speaking
students and sparked her lifelong commitment to fight for bilingual education and humane
practices in schools. Evelina asserted that her first husband, Binaldo Montenegro, affectionately
known as “Monty” by her family, enlightened her politically: “He was a real scholar – a
revolutionary type. The education I received from him was immeasurable.” (Lee, n.d, p. 8;
Personal communication, Elba Cabrera, October 13, 2014). Evelina’s eldest daughter Lorriane, a
product of their marriage, confirms this assessment: “My father is the one who radicalized her.
He got her a part-time job working for Marcantonio. That changed everything. Before that she
was an Hija de Maria” (a volunteer with the church) (Lorraine Montenegro, personal
communication, July 21, 2015). She worked in many capacities for Marcantonio, including on
his congressional campaign (Julio Pabón, personal communication, November 17, 2014). Said
Kathy Goldman, “Evelina was a seriously left-wing person. She very proudly talked about those
days of working with Vito Marcantonio” (personal communication, February 6, 2015). With
Marcantonio’s assistance, she later got a job as a union organizer at District 65, Retail,
Wholesale and Distributive Workers’ Union, where she worked for ten years, from 1946-1956.
In addition to running the hiring hall and assisting in job placement at District 65, Antonetty also
proved instrumental in bringing into the union more than 4,000 Spanish-speaking workers and
organizing the Spanish Affairs Committee (Antonetty, n.d.). This political initiation and
organizing experience would serve her well as she later put her talents to work organizing Puerto
Rican parents in the South Bronx for the improvement of neighborhood schools.
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The Black and Puerto Rican liberation movements of the 1960s provided the backdrop
for Antonetty’s community organizing at UBP. As a Puerto Rican nationalist fiercely committed
to ending the colonization of Puerto Ricans, both on the island and on the mainland, Antonetty
understood the systematic dysfunction of the public schools in the South Bronx and New York
City as an institutionalized form of colonial oppression. She realized that radical measures were
necessary to change the stagnant, “sick” bureaucratic structure at the Board of Education that
relegated Black and Puerto Rican children in New York City to an inferior education (Rogers,
1968). Founded by Antonetty in 1965, United Bronx Parents organized the primarily Puerto
Rican parents of the South Bronx to engage in direct actions against the educational system and
to demand bilingual education in the schools. Parents and community leaders identified Englishonly instruction as a main cause of the schools’ failure to educate their Spanish-speaking
children properly. They galvanized around what they considered the most urgent educational
need of the moment: bilingual education.
As a Puerto Rican nationalist and activist in the Puerto Rican independence struggle,
Antonetty held a firm critique of U.S. colonialism, both abroad and at home. Her “right and left
hands” were Ellen Lurie and Kathy Goldman, two white parents who had been deeply engaged
in the movement for integration of New York City schools as founders and members of EQUAL,
the grassroots parents organization (Elba Cabrera, personal communication, October 13, 2014;
Kathy Goldman, personal communication, February 6, 2015). In EQUAL, they worked with the
Reverend Milton Galamison and Annie Stein on the citywide school boycotts of 1964. They also
engaged in other bold and brave actions to improve the schools, such as when they clandestinely
obtained the test scores of all 32 New York City school districts which were kept secret. They
then revealed them to the New York Times which proceeded to print the scores in their entirety
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(Kathy Goldman, personal communication, February 6, 2015). They did something similar with
the school budgets, determining that they were grossly unequal: “Every white area had
thousands more dollars. And their excuse was ‘Of course. We have so many more experienced
teachers here and their salaries are higher’…If you gave this information to people, they were
willing to act on it. In the meantime, Evelina was setting up United Bronx Parents in the Bronx,
because it really was outrageous what was going on” (Kathy Goldman, personal communication,
February 6, 2015).
Through EQUAL, both Lurie and Goldman worked directly with Evelina. After their
close work together in the People’s Board of Education to reveal the inequalities and improve the
schools in poor, minority neighborhoods, Evelina offered both Ellen and Kathy jobs at United
Bronx Parents. Lurie became Education Director and Director of the Parent Leadership Training
Institute and Goldman participated in organizing the trainings as well (Lurie, 1970; Kathy
Goldman, personal communication, February 6, 2015).
One of the distinguishing characteristics of United Bronx Parents was that the staff and
the parents they trained largely shared the same ethnic, social class and educational background.
The organization’s philosophy consisted of cultivating leaders among the parents whose children
attended South Bronx schools, and these parents were in the majority Puerto Rican, but also
included African Americans (Lurie, 1970; UBP, A history of United Bronx Parents, n.d.). The
staff purposely intended to serve as role models for the parents at meetings and in interactions
with school administrators who they dealt with as equals. In so doing, they hoped to inspire the
same outspokenness and fearlessness in the parents that they themselves possessed. By standing
up and shouting for their rights at meetings, United Bronx workers hoped that parents and
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community people would gain the courage to follow their model and do the same (Schepers,
1978).
Evelina Antonetty and Bilingual Education
Antonetty’s view of bilingual education as integral to an equitable and high quality
education for Puerto Ricans derived from her personal experiences and formed an integral part of
her educational ideology. Her belief in the maintenance of the Spanish language stemmed from
the inexorable pride she held in her Puerto Rican heritage and her desire to see this linguistic
legacy passed on to future generations. Kathy Goldman recalls, “Evelina really loved the
Spanish language. She spoke beautiful Spanish. She was steeped in being Puerto Rican. She
was very proud of it. The idea of P.S. 25, The Bilingual School issue completely flowed from
this identity” (personal communication, February 6, 2015).
United Bronx Parents was a thoroughly bilingual organization, with both Spanish
and English regularly heard spoken in the office and with all its literature published in
both English and Spanish (Kathy Goldman, personal communication, February 6, 2015;
Anita Antonetty, personal communication, May 18, 2015). Not only were most of the
workers Spanish-speaking, but the clients who lived in the surrounding South Bronx
community were as well. The leaders of United Bronx Parents understood the need for
presentations and materials to be in both English and Spanish so that they could be
accessible to all. Kathy Goldman explains how trainings were conducted: “We hired
simultaneous translation equipment. Everything was always in English and Spanish.
When you do simultaneous translation you don’t lose any time. It was highly
successful.” (personal communication, February 6, 2015).
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UBP staff, including Antonetty’s husband, Donato Antonetty, painstakingly
translated word by word from English to Spanish. Anita Antonetty recalls, “I remember
my father, he translated all of the materials that United Bronx Parents put out, all of the
training materials, he translated. He spent hours, looking up in dictionaries and
translating by hand” (personal communication, May 18, 2015).
With the abject failure of the schools in the South Bronx to adequately educate
their Spanish-speaking Puerto Rican pupils, Antonetty knew instinctually that bilingual
education must constitute part of the solution. Antonetty’s daughter Anita explains the
reasoning behind her mother’s conviction in the necessity of bilingual education in the
schools:
The reason for bilingual education was because the children that were coming
here, which were mostly Spanish speaking, they were being put into the mentally
disabled classes just because they didn’t speak English. It wasn’t because of their
skill, or their previous education, it was just because they didn’t speak English.
Craziness. So that was the reason to fight to have it, bilingual, and bilingual not
meaning that only the kids speaking Spanish would learn in Spanish. It was the
kids learning in English would learn Spanish as well. It would work both ways.
It would be truly bilingual, English-Spanish. All of the children would become
proficient in both languages. And that was the idea behind it
(Anita Antonetty, personal communication, May 18, 2015.)
United Bronx Parents even formed a coalition called “La Coalición Pro Educación Bilingüe”
which urged parents to ““Defiendan La Educación Bilingüe De Sus Hijos” (Defend the bilingual
education of your children” (UBP, n.d.). Thus, UBP set the groundwork in the community for
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imagining bilingual education as a right for all children, a right which must be fought for and
defended. Antonetty also promoted the right to bilingual education on other fronts, insisting, for
example, that UBP’s inmate and ex-inmate social services program include bilingual classes in
Adult Basic Education, Political Science and History, Basic Journalism, Literature of Law, in
addition to G.E.D., E.S.L. and Spanish as a Second Language classes (UBP, n.d., p. 10).
Antonetty also founded a bilingual university for the Spanish-speaking community, La
Universidad Urayoan, whose purpose was to “overcome theories of Puerto Rican inabilities and
incapabilities” and “to free our people from being colonized in the educational, political,
economical and social institutions” (UBP, n.d. p. 23).
A respected leader in the field of bilingual education and acknowledged expert in
community organization, Antonetty’s expertise was widely sought on a local and national level.
She and UBP staff gave trainings to groups as diverse as Mexican American parents in
California to white middle class parents in Stamford, CT on how to act as parent advocates and
monitor schools (Antonetty, History of the United Bronx Parents, n.d.). From 1972-1975,
Antonetty taught a course in the Black and Puerto Rican Studies Department at Hunter College
entitled “The Puerto Rican Child in the American School” which covered topics as diverse as the
history of Aspira, the academic problems of the New York Puerto Rican child, and bilingual
education in New York City (Antonetty, n.d.; Antonetty, The Puerto Rican Child in American
Schools, n.d.).
Organizing Challenge
Educational organizing in the Puerto Rican community in the 1960s and 1970s presented
a unique set of difficulties. Puerto Rican parents at that time were absolutely terrified of going to
visit a principal. Many did not speak English well, but more than the language barrier, a huge
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cultural gap also existed. In Puerto Rico, parents held teachers and especially principals in very
high esteem. The teachers and principals were deemed to be the “experts” in the educational
realm and parents regularly deferred to their superior expertise and experience in educational
decisions. Kathy Goldman, who did parent training at United Bronx Parents and served as
coordinator of UBP’s Summer Meals Program in the late 1960s and early 1970s noted, “In
Puerto Rico they had such respect for principals, which translated into awe here. It was such a
different story from what they had known” (personal communication, February 6, 2015).
Carmen Dinos, who as Director of the Puerto Rico Commonwealth’s Office of Migrants in New
York City also worked with Puerto Rican community organizations and parents to improve the
conditions of schools, remarked, “One of the worst fights was to get parents to come to the
school. In Puerto Rico the idea was the teacher was the second mother and if the child didn’t
behave the teacher could beat the hell out of them” (Carmen Dinos, personal communication,
May 21, 2012). With community parents possessing this mindset at the outset, United Bronx
Parents organizers had vast cultural distances to overcome in order to tackle the institutional
racism, discrimination and inequalities they faced on the mainland United States.
Antonetty’s educational objectives for community schools included creating bilingual
classes, programs and schools, hiring more Hispanic personnel, implementing multicultural
curricula and forming more open and humane school environments that emphasized critical
thinking. In order to accomplish these goals, she realized that she needed to organize parents so
as to foment constant bottom-up pressure for change (Schepers, 1978). Julio Pabón, who worked
with Evelina from the 1960s until her death in 1984, noted, “From the Evelina that I knew back
then in the '60s, her main thing, United Bronx Parents, was uniting parents around the issue of
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education. It was like she knew that education was the salvation for poor people, and this
community was very down and out” (personal communication, November 17, 2014).
Parents as Experts
In its parent training and advocacy work, United Bronx Parents sought to raise parents’
knowledge about the educational system and its problems and to instill an awareness that they as
parents had the right to actively question what was happening in the schools. Their philosophy
was consonant with the idea that parents, and not outside “experts,” are the ones most capable
not only of critiquing the functioning of the school system but also of bringing about change in
the system. Or as one of the United Bronx staff people stated, “The parent is the professional
when it comes to the education of their children,” (Schepers, 1978, p. 273).
Using the parents’ own ideas, United Bronx Parents produced original advocacy
materials at their trainings. The staff of the organization also learned by heart the laws and
regulations governing school matters. They became lay experts and as such carved out a position
as legitimate advocates for parents and students in the schools. The depth of their knowledge of
the school system, culled both from their understanding of official regulations as well as their
first-hand experience was reflected in their materials. For example, one of their flyers dated
January 1971 read:
HOW MUCH MONEY IS SPENT IN YOUR CHILD’S SCHOOL?
Last year (1969-1970) the Board of Education spent over one and a half billion
dollars on our schools. If that money had been divided fairly, it means that each
child would have had about $1450 spent on him. HOW MUCH WAS
ACTUALLY SPENT IN YOUR CHILD’S SCHOOL? DID YOUR CHILD GET
A GOOD EDUCATION FOR THE AMOUNT OF MONEY SPENT?
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What is the total teacher payroll in your school and what is the average teacher
salary?
Go and see your principal. Take a group of parents with you. Ask him to tell you
how much money was spent in your school last year.

1. What is your principal’s actual salary?
(Principals earn from $22,795 to $29,995) Sometimes an Acting Principal does
not get his full salary. Is your principal worth his salary? Perhaps you feel he is
worth more than he is earning. If you think so, you will want to fight for your
community school board to have the right to increase his salary.
2. How many assistant principals do you have and what is each one earning?
(Assistant Principals should earn from $19,750 to $20,550) Very often an acting
assistant principal is not earning his full salary. If you have good acting assistant
principals, you should fight for your community board to have the right to raise
their salaries.

3. What is the total teacher payroll in your school and what is the average
teacher salary?
Teachers earn from $8450 to $16000 a year. In Black and Puerto Rican
communities the average salary is low because the teachers are inexperienced.
Do you have some very good teachers who are paid the lowest amount, but whom
you would like to see getting merit bonuses? Discuss this idea with your principal
and local board.
(UBP, January 1971).
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Their down-to-earth expertise and practical advice can also be gleaned from a reading of
How to change the schools: A parents’ action handbook on how to fight the system written by
United Bronx Parents’ education director, Ellen Lurie. From topics as diverse as What is wrong
with the curriculum to How to make a school visit to How to get rid of a terrible principal, Lurie
(1970) provides action checklists for parents with practical steps they could take to reach their
objectives on a voluminous number of issues. Under “The Right to Information about your
Child’s Progress,” for example, Lurie (1970) lists:
___The parent should be sent a copy of her child’s full cumulative record
card at least once a year.
___Parents should have the right to initial all potentially damaging entries
before they are placed in the record. Parents should be told that they have the
right to challenge any information contained in the record.
___If the parent makes such a challenge, and if the material in the file is
found to be false or misleading, it must be completely removed from the child’s
file.
___Parents should have the right to attach their own comments to the
cumulative record folder.
___Parents should be able to obtain a copy of the record’s contents at any
time during the year.
___The cumulative record card should not go with the child when he is
transferred or promoted to another school. All that should accompany the child
are his marks and the list of courses he has successfully completed. Anything else
should require the parent’s permission.
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(p. 243).
The book is also filled with Lurie’s frank, no-nonsense, insights into the New York City
public school system gleaned from many years of personal interaction with the system. For
example, under the title “What is wrong with most public hearings,” Lurie (1970) writes,
The most obvious thing that is wrong with these hearings is that the officials who
conduct them rarely listen. They have usually made up their minds beforehand,
and in many instances have already taken a vote in a closed session prior to the
public meeting. Furthermore, some of the most powerful and most influential
pressure groups never appear at public hearings. They do their lobbying and
influencing behind the scenes. Sometimes the public never knows who has been
manipulating these decisions; other times, a large delegation will testify
effectively at a public meeting, but they are effective simply because their
appearance there is the climax of a well-organized, thorough series of private
meetings with all the top-ranking officials. Those parents who don’t know the
ropes, who come innocently to the hearings thinking someone will hear them, are
sadly mistaken, and it is heartbreaking to watch them try to get attention at these
overly long, often noisy sessions (p. 221).
The book itself is a culmination of years of experience working first at EQUAL and then at UBP.
Acknowledging her debt to the grassroots work of United Bronx Parents and the expertise of the
parents they work with, in her dedication, Lurie (1970) writes, “This book is dedicated to Mrs.
Evelina Antonetty and all the other members of United Bronx Parents-without their support and
ideas, there would have been no book.”
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Parent Training
Beginning in 1967, United Bronx Parents began offering training classes so that parents
could evaluate their schools and ultimately advocate on behalf of their children, especially in the
area of student suspensions. UBP intended to inform parents of their rights in order to create an
articulate and unafraid critical mass of parents to demand improvements in education. The UBP
staff began to create training materials in English and Spanish that encouraged the hands-on
learning through role playing approach that they favored. They also gave parents copies of
Board of Education regulations so that they could familiarize themselves with school policies on
matters such as suspensions and handling of disruptive children (Schepers, 1978; UBP, History
of United Bronx Parents, n.d.). They hoped eventually to expand their base outside of the South
Bronx to create a city-wide parental network for applying pressure on the schools.
Antonetty recognized the lack of cultural capital that her community possessed in their
interactions with educational institutions and decided to create parent leadership training
programs to arm them with information, strategic analysis and the political will to act. Antonetty
and the UBP activists presaged Giroux’s (1983) injunction to “take theory to the people.”
Without naming the theory as such, they imbued the low-income Latina and African American
parents with whom they worked with social and cultural capital. Bourdieu (1983) used the
concepts of social and cultural capital to explain the educational success of children of different
social classes. Social capital consists of the ability to mobilize actual or potential resources
through one’s social connections (Bourdieu, 1983). Cultural capital as Bourdieu defined it
consists of the high-status cultural and linguistic knowledge, skills and dispositions that are
passed down through families (Bourdieu, 1983; Pérez, 2009). UBP staff taught parents how
schools reward certain embodied cultural and social attributes of middle-class students, skills
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that migrant minority parents do not on the whole possess, and that this in fact constituted
cultural and class bias. UBP worked tirelessly with parents to have them reject the school
system’s deficit model thinking. In interactions where school administrators routinely blamed
their children’s failure on the parents’ own minimal educational levels and on children’s inherent
inadequacies such as linguistic deficiencies, UBP was able to show parents that systemic
institutional flaws were the real culprits. With this new knowledge of institutional functioning,
parents had the cultural capital in hand to confront school administrators on an equal basis.
UBP’s training explicitly emphasized changing the focus of blame from the parents to the
educational power structure in the city. While these parents (mainly mothers) had heard for
years from school staff that inept Puerto Rican parents led to Puerto Rican children failing, the
UBP training showed how inadequate resources, discrimination by teachers and lack of interest
or response by the Board of Education bureaucracy led to inequitable outcomes for their children
(Back, 2011; UBP, 1967). The trainings also equipped parents with facts and statistics to back
their critiques of the school system, as well as to learn of their legal rights. The parents
discovered, for example, that thanks to Education Law 310, Decision 6849 of the New York
State Education Commissioner, they had the right to review and obtain copies of their children’s
school files. They also had the right to question anything inside the files they considered
incorrect and could “sue the teacher and the school system for slander and libel.” UBP stated,
“We at the United Bronx Parents will help you obtain a free lawyer” (UBP, Parents have the
right to see their child’s record, n.d., cited in Back, 2011, p. 196). One UBP pamphlet described
how a parent found the following unsigned note in her child’s file: “A real sickie – absent, truant,
stubborn & very dull. Is verbal only about irrelevant facts. Can barely read (which was a huge
accomplishment to get this far). Have fun.” (UBP, What’s in your child’s folder?, n.d, cited in
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Back, 2011, p. 196). Undoubtedly there was a need to attack the unchallenged class and cultural
biases of school personnel at every level of the system.
UBP trainings got to the heart of the class inequality of neighborhoods (Back; 2011;
UBP, 1967). One treasure hunt activity represented an attempt to quantify the consequences of
poverty, and how the daily experiences that children in poverty confronted could affect their
learning (Back, 2011). United Bronx Parents’ training programs utilized the methods and
analysis that Freire (2006) popularized in such works as Pedagogy of the oppressed. Like the
adult education programs that Paolo Freire led in Brazil, parents at UBP training sessions learned
to read the word so they could read the world (Freire, 2006). Although these grassroots
organizers never mentioned Freire in their hands-on publications, they no doubt were informed
by his theory. Like Freire, they believed that the ideas of working-class people were worthy and
could bring about social change. And much in the vein of Freire, they saw education reform as a
highly political process in which conflict was often necessary to gain the power necessary to
counter the ethnic and class inequality inherent in the system (Schepers, 1978). Kathy Goldman
affirms this assessment: “Was it Freirian philosophy? In our conversations we would discuss it,
although we certainly didn’t beat people over the head with it” (personal communication,
February 6, 2015). Because they were not afraid to challenge authority and engaged in
confrontational tactics, they were able to shake up the status quo and found the community’s first
bilingual school.
In conjunction with the parents who attended their training programs, the UBP Training
Department produced detailed flyers and materials giving step-by-step instructions on how to
confront their children’s school principal on a variety of matters. These strongly-worded, direct
documents were necessary to counter the regular lack of respect that principals displayed toward
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poor, minority parents. School officials regularly refused to present Spanish-speaking parents
with information they requested and to which they were entitled. Parents needed to evaluate
schools and in particular, their efficacy in teaching reading. To this end, UBP encouraged
parents to interview principals about their schools’ reading programs and to demand test results
in writing. One flyer read:
If your principal tells you that it is normal for half the children to read below
grade level, tell him he is being ridiculous. Private and suburban schools would
be ashamed if they only had half the children reading at level. In most middle
class schools outside New York City all of the children are reading on or above
grade norm. Your children will have to compete with those children for jobs!
(Back, 2011; UBP, All the children should read, n.d.)
In addition to judging a school’s effectiveness, UBP encouraged parents to evaluate
principals and other administrators as well. One of the chief criteria for assessing an
administrator was the degree to which he would cooperate willingly and transparently with
parents. After years of organizing, there were districts, principally District 7 in the South Bronx,
which welcomed UBP’s cooperation, advice and assistance (Schepers, 1978; David Levy,
personal communication, November 10, 2014). Speaking of Antonetty, David Levy, former
Deputy Superintendent for District 7, spoke admiringly: “She was a pretty remarkable
woman…She was a firebrand. She fought against the status quo and the establishment. A very
positive, very effective leader of the community” (personal communication, November 10,
2014). Levy’s praise of Antonetty reflects the level of respect and clout she commanded within
District 7. District 7 worked with UBP to implement their goals, including the establishment of
the first fully Spanish-English bilingual elementary school in New York City in 1968, P.S. 25.
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However, if school administrators were uncooperative, UBP recommended to parents that they
“immediately organize to have (principals) removed for incompetence.” (Rogers, 1968).
United Bronx Parents: A Model of Participatory Action Research
Esposito and Murphy (2000) explain that participatory action research emphasizes that
knowledge production is a political practice and that self-emancipation is its goal. They claim
that for those who engage in participatory action research,
(s)uch research groups are typically comprised of both professionals and ordinary
people, all of whom are regarded as authoritative sources of knowledge. By
making minorities the authorized representatives of the knowledge produced, their
experiences and concerns are brought to the forefront of the research. The
resulting information is applied to resolving the problems they define collectively
as significant. As a result, the integrity of distinct racial groups in not annihilated
or subsumed within dominant narratives that portray them as peripheral members
of society (p. 181.)
If we define participatory action research in this way, then we can affirm that United Bronx
Parents was at the forefront of participatory action research before the term and the field became
widely known. While Antonetty and the other leaders of UBP’s Parent Leadership Training
Program were very familiar with the theoretical grounding of their work, they cared less about
naming it than conducting the actual work (Kathy Goldman, personal communication, February
6, 2015; Schepers, 1978). Through their organizing efforts, United Bronx Parents succeeded in
winning increased bilingual and special education classes, innovative multicultural and artistic
programs including an art project depicting the Puerto Rican historical experience, diversity in
personnel hiring, curricular and text reform and improved lunches. Because of their organizing
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victories in the educational realm, United Bronx Parents branched out to providing services and
programs in other areas such as drug addiction, bilingual GED, daycare, health, post-secondary
education, school lunches and a summer lunch program. They understood the interconnections
of these problems and sought to empower South Bronx residents to analyze and address multifaceted structural causes of their problems. In doing so, United Bronx Parents sharply
challenged the typical clientelist model of service provision that power brokers and politicians
often proffered to poor, urban neighborhoods, made famous in New York City by Tammany Hall
politicians and embodied in the Bronx from the 1970s-1990s in the figure of Ramón Vélez
(Golway, 2014).
Radical, Direct Action
Often their advocacy involved more radical actions than simply escorting parents to
hearings. The organization also undertook more militant, direct action measures such as school
boycotts, marches, protests and lock-ins. Julio Pabón remembered one such action, a lock-in,
which coincided with his meeting Evelina Antonetty for the first time. At the time of this
meeting, Pabón had been an aimless youth:
I was breaking windows in this building that was abandoned, next to a school, and
she asked me what I was doing. And I said, uh-oh, and I dropped the rock and I
said, "I'm not doing anything." And she said, "I've got a job for you. Do you
want a job?" And I said, "Sure." And she gave me this bag, and it had a chain,
and it had a lock in it. And she said, "Look, I'm going to go into that building" –
in which, she pointed to the school – and she said, "When I go into the building, I
want you to do me a favor, and I want you to put the chain around the lock and
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lock it." That was easy. I can do that, and that's what I did (Julio Pabón, personal
communication, November 17, 2014.)
Pabón did not realize at the time that he was participating in a lock-in:
And then I stood around for about maybe an hour later, I saw police cars. I saw a
lot of people converging on the steps of the school, where I said, "Oh my God.
I've got into trouble. They're going to think that I did this because I did something
wrong." So after I saw the commotion, I thought there was, like maybe I did
something, and they were coming after me. So I was on the side quietly looking.
And then all of a sudden, I saw her. They had popped the chain, the lock, and
they opened it, and she comes out with a whole bunch of women (Julio Pabón,
personal communication, November 17, 2014.)
Subsequently, Pabón understood the reasons behind the lock-in:
And then later on, I found out what it was. What it was, is that every time Evelina
tried to have a meeting in the Community School Board, they were – first of all,
none of them are living in the community, and they did not represent the makeup
of the community. The majority of the community were Puerto Ricans at the
time, and it was a growing community, a majority of Puerto Rican children, and
they never related to the issues of our community. And every time Evelina tried
to get an issue on, they always used the Robert Rules of Order to basically keep
her out. You know it was like, you're out of order. This is not part of the
procedure. This is not on the agenda. In order to put something on the agenda,
you had to have done it like through the secretary of the secretary, like a month
before. And they used every procedure possible, and the Robert Rules of Order,
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to keep out any issues that someone, like the organizer Evelina, was trying to do.
You know a parent can't just go in there and raise their hand and say, "I want to
discuss this with you." Guess what, "Out of order. This is the agenda." And
apparently Evelina must have had enough on that particular day, and I was the
tool, and all I did was just lock it. And she basically said, "Well, look if we don't
discuss this issue today, nobody leaves this building." And that's what she did.
She locked the building, so they had to discuss it, because they wasn't going
anywhere. And that was what I learned that I did. That was my first political act,
unknowingly (Julio Pabón, personal communication, November 17, 2014.)
Evelina’s example of taking direct action against the board members so that Puerto Rican
parents could have a voice would have a formative impact on Pabón. The dramatic encounter
led to a lasting relationship with Evelina and UBP, and to his own politicization and eventual
commitment to ending the oppression of Puerto Ricans in the South Bronx. For example, when
actor Paul Newman came to the South Bronx to film “Fort Apache, The Bronx,” Pabón
spearheaded the protest movement against it beginning in March 1980, mobilizing thousands of
Blacks and Puerto Ricans “who object[ed] to the portrayal of our people as violent savages,
prostitutes, degenerates, and drug addicts.” (Committee against Fort Apache, July 11, 1980).
The film was predicated on the idea that the 41st Precinct of the NYPD was an outpost in a
modern-day Wild West, and that the police were working to uphold law and order against the
anarchical and demented Puerto Rican and African American residents. As head of the
Committee Against Fort Apache, which was formed at the urging of UBP, Pabón helped
coordinate demands that the film be stopped, including public condemnations by community
groups, politicians, clergy, students, parents, educators, media groups, artists, workers and
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behavioral scientists over scenes which showed their neighborhood and their buildings as areas
where prostitution and criminality thrived and were condoned (Committee against Fort Apache,
n.d.; Committee against Fort Apache, July 11, 1980; Julio Pabón, personal communication,
November 17, 2014). Pabón and the Committee Against Fort Apache even solicited a letter from
the Vicar of the South Bronx, Rev. Neil A. Connolly, who wrote, “We are outraged at the TimeLife Films for continuing to beat the drums of racism and classism for the price of a dollar”
(Connolly, April 19, 1980). Pabón used many of the direct tactics learned at the side of
Antonetty, including a three-day “Stop Fort Apache Cultural Arts Festival,” in April 1980 and
surprise protests to disrupt filming (Committee against Fort Apache, n.d.; Julio Pabón, personal
communication, November 17, 2014).
Because education officials in the area knew that Evelina Antonetty was quite capable
and willing to organize direct actions for an issue of importance to her, many learned to respect
her power and cooperate with United Bronx Parents rather than resist their wishes. Alejandro
(Alex) Rodríguez, one of the first Puerto Rican principals in New York City, recalls how just the
threat of direct action by Evelina Antonetty prompted the white principal at Junior High School
52 in the Bronx to retreat from appointing the white teacher he had chosen to fill the assistant
principal position in a predominantly Puerto Rican school and to appoint Rodríguez instead:
When the assistant principal retired, Evelina told me “You’re going to be assistant
principal in that school.” Evelina went to the principal and said to him. “You
have a vacancy. You can fill it with Alex Rodríguez. You have the power to do
that.” He said, “No, I already have a person. Evelina Antonetty said, “Well, if
you do not make Alex assistant principal, you will not be principal anymore
immediately.” He said, “What are you talking about?” “You will not be able to
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come into the building if you don’t make Alex Rodríguez assistant principal.”
And he agreed. That was the power that that woman had. The principal had to
battle with Antonetty or give in. And he gave in (Alex Rodríguez, personal
communication, August 24, 2014.)
Rodríguez refers to Antonetty as “my angel.” As she sought to correct injustices committed
against Puerto Ricans, teachers and students alike, Antonetty was an angel to other Puerto Rican
educators as well. Muriel Pagán, founding assistant principal of P.S. 25 and later principal at
P.S. 62, an elementary school in District 8 in the Bronx, recounted how Evelina Antonetty
personally organized a mobilization to get her a fair share of pay:
I was two years working as an acting principal without a principal’s appointment
or salary. Evelina found out and some militant teachers as well. I don’t know
what happened but they decided they were going to have a strike. They got the
parents to agree not to send their children to school. One day, although all of the
teachers came, if five kids showed up it was a lot. Later I even found out that
they had gotten the Puerto Rican Legal Defense Fund (PRLDF). The PRLDF
people came on the day of the strike. After that they appointed me
(Muriel Pagán, personal communication, September 11, 2014.)
Antonetty and P.S. 25
Antonetty had a personal connection to P.S. 25 for many years, even before it became the
first bilingual school. After she married Binaldo Montenegro, she moved to the South Bronx and
convinced her mother to move nearby with her younger sisters. Her youngest sister, Elba,
attended P.S. 25 in the 1940s when it was a monolingual English school and the neighborhood
children were primarily Jewish, Italian, German and Irish, with only a smattering of Blacks and
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Puerto Ricans (Elba Cabrera, personal communication, October 13, 2014). Lorraine
Montenegro, Antonetty’s eldest daughter, also graduated from P.S. 25 in 1954 (Lorraine
Montenegro, personal communication, July 21, 2015).
Then in the summer of 1966, just as Antonetty was initiating her parent organizing with
United Bronx Parents, she began working at P.S. 25. As Parent Coordinator of the first Head
Start Program in the Bronx, located at P.S. 25, Antonetty supervised staff and coordinated the
activities of twenty-five community volunteers to increase parental and community involvement
with the schools (Elba Cabrera, personal communication, October 13, 2014). She served as a
teacher liaison in this position, interpreting community needs to the teachers and the school and
other education agencies (Antonetty, n.d.).
Working at P.S. 25 in the summer of 1966 as Parent Coordinator, Antonetty must have
gotten wind of the plans to demolish the old school building, which had been originally
constructed in 1897 (Antonetty, Biographical information of Dra. Evelina Antonetty, n.d.). The
building was in such bad shape, that a brand new building was built a few blocks away to house
the old P.S. 25 (Hernán Lafontaine, personal communication, January 10, 2013; Nieto, 2015).
The new school, which retained the district lines of the old P.S. 25, would be named P.S. 161
Juán Ponce de León, after the Spanish conquerer who became the island’s governor from 15101512.
The immediate and urgent need for a bilingual school for the community came to
Antonetty’s attention through the intervention of a teacher at P.S. 25 when it was still a
monolingual school. Lorraine Hale, daughter of Mother Hale of Hale House in Harlem, was in
charge of the “CRMD” class – the class for “Children of Retarded Development” at P.S. 25
(Montenegro, June 2, 1988). Lorraine Montenegro recalls what happened the day Lorraine Hale
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came to speak to her mother, and explains how the ensuing events precipitated the founding of
P.S. 25:
Lorraine Hale comes over to the office one day. And she tells my mother, “Look.
This is an IQ test that the city gives every year. And I have an idea. I’m
wondering if you would translate it for us.” She (Evelina) said “Sure.” So we
went and we translated it for her. And I took it back to the school and I gave it to
her. A couple of days later she comes back and she says, “Oh my God. Do you
know when I gave that test in Spanish to some of the kids, two of them got
qualified to be sent to the school for the intellectually gifted?”… I will never
forget this. But when Lorraine Hale told her that, she stood up, she took this
hand and banged it on the desk. She says, “We need bilingual education. We
have to have bilingual education.” She almost broke the desk banging on it. So
we then sat there and started drafting how it would be done
(Lorraine Montenegro, personal communication, July 21, 2015.)
According to Montenegro, the story of the two students at the monolingual P.S. 25 galvanized
Evelina to begin organizing for bilingual education which triggered the actions that eventually
resulted in the establishment of the first Spanish-English bilingual school (Lorraine Montenegro,
personal communication, July 21, 2015).
In 1967, for the first time, UBP had run a series of community training programs in their
offices with hundreds of community people (Personal communication, Kathy Goldman, February
6, 2015). Evidence suggests that in the fall and winter of 1967 with this cadre of mothers plus
countless others from Parents Associations and educational groups Antonetty had mobilized
around the urgent need for bilingual education, Antonetty began the direct actions which would
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lead to the establishment of P.S. 25 as the city’s first Spanish-English bilingual school (Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, January 10, 2013; Alex Rodriguez, personal
communication, August 24, 2014). With the ancient building that it occupied slated for
demolition, some have suggested that Antonetty and the other mother-activists from United
Bronx Parents began a series of sit-ins at P.S. 25, demanding that the building be saved and
converted into a bilingual school. Evelina’s daughter, Lorraine Montenegro, recalls that as a
young woman she participated in the occupation: “I remember sitting in there” (personal
communication, July 21, 2015).
Meanwhile, United Bronx Parents systematically and continually brought pressure to
bear upon the central Board of Education and Local School District 7 to create a bilingual
school. United Bronx Parents petitioned District 7 to demand that the Board of Education start a
bilingual school in their district. Miguel De Jesús, who worked with Antonetty at United Bronx
Parents, recalls that in 1967 they were still organizing and fighting for a bilingual school: “We
would all show up whenever there was a District 7 or Board of Education meeting en masse to
demand a bilingual school” (personal communication, October 30, 2014). At first they tried to
reason with District 7 Superintendent Friedman that it would be a positive thing to do and he
supported it. “But then he backed away from the idea. Perhaps he got pressure from
somewhere” (Miguel De Jesús, personal communication, October 30, 2014). So then United
Bronx Parents approached District 8 Superintendent Eugene Maleska. He was considering the
idea when Antonetty somehow coerced Friedman to reconsider. “Evelina was the bad cop! She
knew how to do it! (Miguel De Jesús, personal communication, October 30, 2014).
What is indisputable is that by the fall of 1967 when Assistant District Superintendent
Bernard Friedman made the decision to establish the city’s first bilingual school at P.S. 25,
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Evelina Antonetty already commanded a great deal of respect among the educational leadership
in District 7. Her direct and outspoken participation in school board meetings in favor of
community control, bilingual education and against racist and corrupt practices made her a
familiar and respected figure to Local School Board 7 members. The school board members
implicitly understood that she possessed the power to back up her demands with direct actions,
as when she locked them in the building after they refused to recognize a parent’s right to ask a
question from the floor at a school board meeting (Julio Pabón, personal communication,
November 17, 2014). Dr. Bernard Friedman, District Superintendent for School District 7, was
known to ask her to stay to speak to him privately after school board meetings so that they could
“discuss the situation…in detail” (NYC Municipal Archives, Series 270, Box 1, Minutes of
Local School Board 7 public meeting, May 8, 1967). It is therefore quite plausible that
Antonetty and Friedman made a deal for the establishment of the Bilingual School at P.S. 25
behind closed doors, without any official documentation of how the agreement transpired.
Hernán Lafontaine, the founding principal of P.S. 25, commented on how P.S. 25 would
not have come about if not for the direct pressure tactics of UBP:
It (pressure) is absolutely essential. I can tell you that if it weren’t for these kind
of activities, we probably would not have made the little gains that we have made
during the past few years. Because, the system, just like any other large
institution, never gives up anything voluntarily. Always, it has to come as a
response to some sort of pressure; that is the way change comes about in any kind
of system…A bilingual school came as a response to the demands made by the
South Bronx community which happened to include Evelina Antonetty and the
South Bronx Parents [sic] (The Rican, 1974, pp. 39-40.)
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Years later, Antonetty would use the same method of occupying a building slated
for demolition to demand from the city that it be conserved and used to serve community
needs. In 1978, she and UBP activists mobilized a four-month sit-in at 773 Prospect
Avenue in the Bronx and ultimately pressured the city to turn over the building to them to
establish the first Spanish/English bilingual daycare center in the community which they
lovingly called “La Escuelita” or “Little School” in implicit homage to P.S. 25, “La
Escuela Bilingüe,” the community’s first bilingual school (UBP, n.d.).
In a bilingual flyer asking for support for the occupation, UBP wrote: “Basta ya! “No
podemos dejar que nos destruyan este edificio. La destrucción se va a parar aquí. Vengan
ayudarnos una hora o dos a mantener nuestra escuelita”/[Enough already! We can’t let them
destroy this building. The destruction stops here. Come and help us for one or two hours to save
our little school] (UBP, n.d.).
In 1985, years after the founding of P.S. 25, when founding assistant principal Muriel
Pagán had already become principal of another elementary school in the South Bronx, P.S. 62,
she wrote a brief letter to Lorraine Montenegro, Antonetty’s oldest daughter and successor as
director of United Bronx Parents. The letter reflects the respect Pagán held for the work of
Antonetty and United Bronx Parents and her desire for the next generation to continue to
appreciate, remember and be inspired by it. The letter stated simply:
Dear Lorraine:
May I have a picture of you and one of Dr. Evelina Antonetty?
P.S. 62 is a school with an 80% pupil population of Puerto Rican and other Hispanic
backgrounds. The rest of the students are Black. Throughout the year we strive to help each
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pupil understand that he/she can succeed in learning for he/she is important to us. We hope to
enhance the self-esteem.
You serve as a positive model for all our children.
Would you honor us with your picture being displayed at our school?
Your cooperation is appreciated.
Sincerely,
Muriel Pagán
Principal
Conclusion
Through a Freirian-based program of adult education and training, Evelina Antonetty and
United Bronx Parents helped overcome the circumstances of poverty as well as the internalized
oppression and feelings of inferiority experienced by Puerto Rican and African American women
in one of the United States’ poorest neighborhoods. They learned to become enlightened,
fearless fighters for the educational rights of their children, and in so doing, laid the groundwork
for their children to have futures with more possibilities. At the same time, they transformed
themselves into political actors, disproving the myth of the Puerto Rican community as an
example of the culture of poverty. As a culturally and linguistically inclusive organization, they
demanded the same from the schools that served their children. The experience of United Bronx
Parents indicates that with adequate funding and training, a grassroots group of determined
people can demand accountability even for the poorest and most disenfranchised citizens.
Since UBP’s activities and organizing depended in large part on funding from the War on
Poverty, once this financial support dried up with Presidents Johnson’s and Nixon’s expansion of
the war in Vietnam, their ability to organize to improve the New York City school system started
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coming to a close by the late 1970s. But their attack on the structural dysfunction of the
education system had lasting impact not only in the South Bronx but in all New York City
schools. Indeed, United Bronx Parents’ influence extended nationwide, as demand for its Parent
Evaluation Handbook grew. They gave full articulation to the War on Poverty’s mantra,
“maximum feasible participation” of the poor, through its empowerment of poor Puerto Rican
and African American mothers in the South Bronx to take control of their own lives by
demystifying the institutions that served them. Their example demonstrates that an
impoverished inner-city community can organize successfully to demand institutional
accountability.
Among UBP’s most unheralded victories was the formation of the city’s first SpanishEnglish bilingual school. P.S. 25 could not have come about without the dynamic community
involvement and direct actions of United Bronx Parents under the leadership of Evelina
Antonetty. Local School Board 7 and District Superintendent Bernard Friedman were well
aware of their organizational strength, determination and collective power and viewed them as
formidable advocates. The respect Antonetty and United Bronx Parents commanded made the
educational power structure in District 7 in the South Bronx respond to their demand to
implement bilingual education in the district. In Chapter 4, I will document the actions of
District Superintendent Friedman and Local School Board 7 to initiate the first bilingual school.
United Bronx Parents’ ability to bring into fruition a project that the Puerto Rican
community had envisioned and demanded for years demonstrates the power of a united group of
citizens committed to social justice. P.S. 25, “The Bilingual School” as it is known, in turn
spawned other bilingual schools and programs, first in the South Bronx and soon throughout
New York City (Lewis, 2014; New York Times, July 7, 1969). This one school indicates how the
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seeds planted by United Bronx Parents blossomed far beyond the confines of the South Bronx
and shows how UBP’s efforts in support of bilingual education established legacies that have
improved the lives of poor Latino and other minority children even until today.
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Chapter 4:
P.S. 25: A New Model of Bilingual Education
Psychologically, it is the system of meaningful signs that in his mind works
automatically for expression and understanding. Socially, it is a means of
identification among the members of the community to which he belongs.
Educationally, he learns more quickly through it than through an unfamiliar
linguistic medium. (The Use of Vernacular Languages in Education, UNESCO,
1953)
To belong is to understand the tacit codes of the people you live with; it is to
know that you will be understood without having to explain yourself. People, in
short, ‘speak your language’… It is language, more than land and history, that
provides the essential form of belonging, which is to be understood.” (Blood and
Belonging: Journeys Into the New Nationalism, Ignatieff, 1994)

Introduction
This chapter seeks to delineate how the passage of the Bilingual Education Act, Title VII
of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), set the stage for the opening of the first
Spanish-English bilingual public school in New York City and the entire Northeast. Together
with the grassroots organizing for bilingual education of Evelina Antonetty and United Bronx
Parents, the Bilingual Education Act and the funds it provided gave the crucial impetus to launch
this educational experiment. In this chapter I will examine how in the winter of 1967-1968
Assistant District Superintendent Dr. Bernard Friedman, together with Antonetty and Local
School Board 7 in the South Bronx, initiated the first steps to establish the Bilingual School at
P.S. 25.
As outlined in the last chapter, the efforts of Antonetty and United Bronx Parents fueled
the project that was to become P.S. 25. With her tremendous influence and power, it was
Evelina Antonetty who selected Hernán LaFontaine to become the first principal of the Bilingual
School, and this choice was no accident. As we saw in Chapter 2, Hernán LaFontaine, had, like
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Antonetty, been raised in East Harlem, and was familiar with the visions of the community
control movement as well as the ideas of the Puerto Rican community and educators as to how to
improve education for their children. As principal, he was in a position to implement these
ideas. He became the right person at the right time to take the helm of the city’s first SpanishEnglish bilingual school.
The creation of P.S. 25 represented a herculean feat of organizational skill, creativity, and
political power. Shaped by the movements for community control and ethnic civil rights,
LaFontaine, the founding principal, galvanized all the resources at his disposal to develop an
original bilingual education program for Spanish-dominant as well as English-dominant students
at the elementary level, one focused on the needs of the South Bronx student population the
school intended to serve.
While in September 1968 all eyes in New York City were focusing on the teachers’ strike
that virtually shut down the school system, LaFontaine and his staff were quietly implementing
the goals of the community control movement at P.S. 25 under the radar, including appointing
minority teachers, involving parents, and developing multicultural curricula. This chapter seeks
to delineate how Hernán LaFontaine took the demands of the community control movement and
made them concrete, building the school from scratch and constituting it as a model for the
spread of bilingual education and parental participation throughout New York City and the
country.
In a pioneering attempt to demonstrate the Puerto Rican community’s conception of
bilingual education for everyone, the school sought full bilingualism and biliteracy for both its
African American and Puerto Rican populations. In doing so, it worked toward establishing a
developmental bilingual education model in which students would gain literacy in two languages
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and the ability to function in two cultures, thereby challenging the prevailing assimilationist
model of New York City schools. Hernán LaFontaine also put forward a new, revolutionary
model of leadership; he trusted his teachers and granted them immense autonomy in carrying out
his vision for the school.
Although a rational response to the calls for self-determination by the Puerto Rican
community, the concept of bilingual education represented a threat to many individuals and
institutions, including the teachers’ union which tried to sabotage its success. Significantly, as
we have seen, P.S. 25 began its venture in bilingual, community-centered education at the same
time as the community-control demonstration districts were getting underway. But whereas in
those districts “teacher power and parent power were destined to clash,” no such conflict
occurred at P.S. 25 when LaFontaine implemented a similar project (Berube & Gittell, 1969, p.
14). As described in Chapter Two, the teachers’ strikes had devastating effects on poor people’s
struggle for a participatory role in their own schools. In this chapter I detail how the UFT also
threatened to sabotage P.S. 25 during its initial stages. But thanks to unshakeable community
backing and to LaFontaine’s leadership, in contrast to the demise of community-controlled
schools and the incipient bilingual minischool at P.S. 155 in Ocean Hill-Brownsville, P.S. 25
survived the teachers’ strikes of 1968-1969. While the public was focusing on the failure of
community control of schools in Ocean Hill-Brownsville, P.S. 25 was fulfilling community
control ideas and goals successfully in the Bronx.
This chapter will document how without much institutional support, but with tremendous
leadership capacity and vision, Hernán LaFontaine undertook a project that would have widereaching importance to education in New York City, especially for Spanish-speakers and the
Puerto Rican community. In spite of obstacles put in its way by those opposed to community
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self-determination and bilingual education, through commitment and hard work by the
administration and teachers, P.S. 25 survived and thrived and continues through the present day.
P.S. 25 offers us an example of what schools might have looked like if community control had
prevailed throughout the city, and the Aspira Consent Decree of 1974 had not redefined bilingual
education in New York City as remedial rather than developmental.
The Bilingual Education Act and The Birth of P.S. 25
In 1967, the bilingual education movement in New York City and around the country that
had been growing for some time gained new momentum. Evelina Antonetty had been
organizing mothers to fight for community control, accountability of schools, and bilingual
education since 1965. The National Association of Educators made a study of the educational
problems facing children of Mexican origin in the Southwest and found they were facing
problems similar to those of Puerto Ricans in New York City schools. The association
recommended that they be educated in “the language of their home, their childhood.” Based on
the association’s recommendations, in 1967 California Governor Ronald Reagan signed Senate
Bill 53, allowing the use of other languages in instruction in California public schools,
overturning a law requiring English-only instruction that had been in place since 1872. On
March 14, 1967, New York-based El Diario-La Prensa, in an editorial entitled “Spanish in the
Schools,” applauded the California initiative and stated that New York, New Jersey, and other
states with a high Spanish-speaking population needed similar laws. The editorial concluded that
“The Spanish speaking children are entitled to a full education. They should not be penalized
because they do not understand English. We ought to give them a chance to progress in life, and
progress they will if they can educate themselves as bilingual members of our Society.”
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On January 17, 1967, Senators Yarborough, Javits, Kennedy, Kuchal, Montoya, Williams
and Tower, all members of a special sub-committee on bilingual education, introduced Senate
Bill #428 as an amendment to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 to provide
funding for bilingual education in Mexican American and Puerto Rican communities. Its
declaration of policy read:
In recognition of the special educational needs of the large numbers of students in the
United States whose mother tongue is Spanish and to whom English is a foreign
language, Congress hereby declares it to be the policy of the United States to provide
financial assistance to local educational agencies to develop and carry out new and
imaginative elementary and secondary school programs designed to meet these special
educational needs.
Congressman James Scheuer of New York rewrote the bill to include all non-English
speaking children and to emphasize teacher training, development of materials, and
demonstration programs. Eventually the bill would become Title VII of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act, otherwise known as the Bilingual Education Act. Puerto Rican
activists and leaders from New York, as well as Latino educators from around the country,
flocked to testify at hearings held before the first session of the Special Subcommittee on
Bilingual Education in support of Senate Bill 428 (S. 428). The subcommittee held hearings in
May and July 1967, and the list of speakers making statements in support of the bill read like a
who’s who, not only of the Puerto Rican community, but of the educational and political
leadership of New York. Joseph Monserrat, director of the Migration Division of the
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, attended, as well as Herman Badillo, Bronx Borough president,
and Carmen Dinos, Education Coordinator of the Migration Division of the Commonwealth of
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Puerto Rico. Also, backing the bill were Frank Negrón, Executive Director of Aspira, Inc., and
Luis Alvarez, Coordinator of the Federation of Puerto Rican Parents. Author Piri Thomas, Mrs.
Hilda Koenig of the Congreso de Pueblos, and—last but not least—Hernán LaFontaine, who at
the time was President of the Puerto Rican Educators’ Association. In addition, influential
members of the education community attended, including Dr. Joshua Fishman of Yeshiva
University, Dr. Frank Cordasco of Montclair State College, Bruce A. Gaarder, of the Modern
Foreign Language Section of the U.S. Office of Education, Dr. William G. Carr, Executive
Secretary of the National Education Association and Secretary-General of the World
Confederation of Organizations of the Teaching Professions, Dr. Nathan Brown, Executive
Deputy Superintendent of New York City Schools, and Dr. Warren Knox, Assistant
Commissioner of Education in New York State. The presence of two U.S. congressmen from
New York—Jacob H. Gilbert and William F. Ryan—and Manhattan Councilman Robert A. Low
also added political credibility to the senate hearings. This New York delegation not only gave
powerful testimony in favor of S. 428; they also sent a clear message back to the educational and
political establishments in New York about the consensus regarding the necessity of bilingual
education.
The Bilingual Education Act (BEA), otherwise known as Title VII of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act of 1968, was signed by President Lyndon Johnson on January 2, 1968.
The act made it federal policy to support bilingual education programs nationally through
competitive grants, and by late 1968, Congress appropriated seven and a half million dollars to
fund the new law (Kloss, 1998). This legislation encouraged school districts to apply for
competitive grants to establish innovative educational programs.
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After years of hearing community appeals, a consensus from the Puerto Rican leadership,
the enactment of California’s new bilingual education law, the passage of the Bilingual
Education Act imminent and the prospect of receiving federal dollars close at hand, education
leaders who had previously hesitated suddenly showed a new receptivity to bilingual education.
United Bronx Parents’ mobilizing efforts provided the final push that Friedman needed. Dr.
Bernard Friedman, district assistant superintendent of Local School District 7 in the Bronx,
became the first superintendent in New York to respond to the federal incentive. Under his
direction, approval for the initiation of the first elementary school completely devoted to
Spanish-English bilingual education in New York City won approval from the local school board
and then from central board headquarters (LaFontaine, 1969).
At a meeting of Local School Board 7 on November 13, 1967, Dr. Friedman first
discussed the idea of the formation of an experimental Spanish-English bilingual school for the
district’s Spanish-speaking pupils. He asked the local school board members to consider the idea
carefully for the rest of the month and to present their reactions to this plan at the next meeting
(Local School Board 7, Minutes). The Chairman of the Board, Henry H. Christ, appointed
Reverend George Hardy to consult with Dr. Friedman on the school’s development (February 5,
1968, Local School Board 7, Minutes).
In addition to the pressure from parents of Spanish-speaking students outraged at their children
falling ever farther behind in English-only schools, many English-speaking parents wanted their
children to learn Spanish. Dr. Friedman described to a reporter the rationale for creating a
bilingual school in District 7 in the South Bronx as if he had always owned it:
Although we had many good teachers and programs in the schools of the district, we
found that virtually thousands of children were just sitting in classrooms with no real
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accumulation of sequential structured instruction, because they did not understand
English. We had to get the bilingual concept (Friedman, 1971, cited in Narvaez, 1971.)
Community pressure coupled with good common sense convinced Friedman to undertake this
experiment to see if children would be able to learn better in bilingual classrooms than in a
conventional school environment.
By the very next meeting of Local School Board 7 on December 11, 1967, Evelina
Antonetty had learned of Superintendent Friedman’s proposal for a new experimental bilingual
school. In response to her request for him to elaborate, Dr. Friedman discussed his plan for P.S.
25 in great detail. His answer gives an indication of his initial conception of the school, many
aspects of which would change when the school actually opened. He stated that enrollment in
the school would be on a voluntary basis. Instruction in content area subjects would be
conducted in the morning in Spanish and the afternoons would be focused on teaching English as
a second language. He said that a plan for the design of the school would be developed in
consultation with experts in the field of language, and with schools conducting similar projects.
In the fall of 1967, Dr. Friedman and Local School Board #7 were originally considering P.S. 25,
The Bilingual School, as an annex to P.S. 161 and not as a separate school. Assistant District
Superintendent Friedman also initially conceived of the school as one that students would only
attend for a few years until they achieved sufficient English proficiency to transfer to one of the
traditional schools in the district (Minutes, Monthly meeting of Local School Board 7, December
11, 1967; Municipal Archives, Series 270, Box 24). As the conception of the school came into
clearer focus and Hernán LaFontaine was hired as first “director” sometime between mid-March
and early April of 1968, the planning committee discarded both of these ideas.
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Board member Reverend Elemit Brooks expressed opposition to the formation of a
school exclusively for Spanish-speaking children and urged the inclusion of other members of
the community as well. In his opinion, “the school might be a form of segregation if no nonSpanish speaking children were enrolled in the school.” Fellow board member Reverend George
Hardy concurred and urged the incorporation of other children into the project “as a basis for
establishing good relationships” (Minutes, Monthly meeting, Local School Board #7, December
11, 1967). The intervention of these board members at this meeting may have influenced the
final shape of the Bilingual School as one that included English-speaking as well as Spanishspeaking students.
There are also indications that the sole use of P.S. 25 to house a new bilingual school did
not meet with universal acclaim from the community. At a subsequent Local School Board 7
meeting held on January 8, 1968, a parent in the district named Mrs. Gooden, while not
condemning the bilingual education project explicitly, urged that P.S. 25 house a dental center as
well as centers for disruptive children, pre-kindergarten children, and English-language learners
(Municipal Archives, Series 270, Box 22).
At the meeting on December 11, 1967, Dr. Friedman revealed that Dr. Bernard Donovan,
Superintendent of New York City Schools, had given approval to the project, confirming for the
first time the certainty of the Bilingual School’s opening. At this same meeting, Antonetty
expressed her approval of Friedman’s idea for the school and stated that it “had much merit.”
She also strongly recommended the inclusion of community people in the design of the project to
insure its success. Friedman agreed with her, announcing in an interview that “(p)arents and
community organizations will assist in the planning of the experimental school” (April 8, 1968).
In acknowledgment of the role of the community control movement and United Bronx Parents’
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activism in creating the school, Dr. Friedman also stated that the completed plan would be
presented to the community for approval (Minutes, Monthly Meeting, Local School Board 7,
December 11, 1967, Municipal Archives, Series 270, Box 22).
Antonetty communicated to the school board her desire to participate in the selection and
recruitment of bilingual school personnel. Dr. Bernard Friedman then appointed her to serve on
the Principals Committee, charged with interviewing candidates for this position, along with
District 7 School Board members Brother Raymond Shirvell, Bernardina Barona, and Rose
Hunter. The hiring of the founding principal of the Bilingual School was to defy formal
protocol. There was no doubt who on the committee wielded the power and possessed the
expertise to find the most qualified candidate. Sometime in March of 1968, while LaFontaine
was serving as acting principal of I.S. 201, it was Evelina Antonetty who called him to see
whether he was interested in heading up the new bilingual school (Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, January 13, 2013). She invited him to come for an interview with her and
others from United Bronx Parents (UBP) in which they expressed their interest in having him
serve as principal. Antonetty wielded such tremendous power and influence in the community
that LaFontaine’s hiring went through her first, and not through the superintendent of the local
school board as typically occurred. This hiring embodied the ideals of the community control
movement—that parents and community leaders should be the ones to choose the principals of
their community’s schools. After he indicated his willingness to accept the offer, LaFontaine did
eventually have interviews with the Principals Committee at Local School Board 7 and with
Superintendent Friedman, but these were a formality.
By the time of the monthly Executive Meeting of Local School Board 7 on April 8, 1968,
a report back from the Principals Committee stated “that they had interviewed the candidates for
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‘Director of the bi-lingual school’” and that “Mr. LaFontaine was recommended as the Director
and Miss Rivera as Co-Director” (Municipal Archives, Series 270, Box 22). Carmen Rivera was
Hernán LaFontaine’s classmate in the Administration and Supervision Program at Fordham
University, and he brought her to the attention of the Principals Committee and recommended
her to serve as his assistant principal. Hernán LaFontaine was to become one of the youngest
and first Puerto Ricans ever to become officially appointed as principal of a school in New York
City.
A couple of years later, at an open monthly meeting of Local School Board 7 on January
19, 1970, Dr. Friedman claimed full credit for conceiving of and bringing to realization the city’s
first bilingual school. He claimed that a bilingual school had been a dream of his since 1942
when, teaching in a district school, he “became acutely aware of the frustration and failure of
many non-English speaking students” and “saw the need for a program which would meet the
needs of these children” (Minutes of Local School Board 7 Open Monthly Meeting, January 19,
1970, Series 270, Box 9). He asserted that the struggle to implement such a program “was long
and difficult,” and it was only after Albany passed a law which provided the necessary funds that
he was able to contemplate the project with its necessary costs of materials, personnel, etc. He
thanked Congressman James H. Scheuer of the Bronx, Local School Board 7, and the
community for helping him to obtain the necessary funds to begin the Bilingual School at P.S.
25. At this meeting he also expressed his intention to “continue the fight until he has obtained
monies for a bilingual junior high school” (Minutes of Local School Board 7 Open Monthly
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Meeting, January 19, 1970, Series 270, Box 9).21 Hearing of Friedman’s boast, Hernán
LaFontaine commented:
He was a master speaker, very eloquent and could take you to different points. He can
imagine and present it in such a way. He always added his own unique color and
personality. Anyone listening to him, at a Board Meeting at District 7 could come away
thinking ‘That’s great.’ Remember he was superintendent of the district and he’s
speaking to his Board. But legislation for bilingual education was already being
discussed in 1966, 1967. I remember testifying in front of Robert Kennedy. There is no
doubt that he was very, very supportive, but the idea had been talked about for a long
time in a number of places. It wouldn’t surprise me if someone said ‘I’m all for it. I was
all for it all along.’ If he didn’t say that, he would be out in a minute. I can’t blame him.
If he wanted to get some brownie points, that was okay with me (personal
communication, December 9, 2016).
While the creation of P.S. 25, The Bilingual School did not come about solely through his
own initiative as Friedman claimed, LaFontaine acknowledged that Dr. Bernard Friedman
offered crucial support to the project from the beginning. First, Dr. Friedman had to convince
many people at the central Board of Education who took a very dim view of the proposal that the
bilingual education program could work (Narvaez, 1971). In 1968, when The Bilingual School
opened its doors, New York State law in place since 1917 forbade instruction in languages other
than English. It was not until 1970 that the New York State Legislature amended its Education
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Friedman’s promise became reality with the opening of I.S. 155, a bilingual middle school also in District #7 in
the South Bronx, with Juan Fonseca as principal.
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Law S. 3204 to allow school districts to provide instruction in languages other than English. Dr.
Friedman helped obtain a waiver from this state provision for “experimental programs” in time
for P.S. 25’s opening in September 1968, allowing the Bilingual School to conduct bilingual
instruction in English and Spanish from the start (Buder, 1968). In addition, he proved
instrumental in getting the central Board of Education to grant LaFontaine the authority to
bypass the Board of Examiners list and to hire teachers directly from Puerto Rico, provided they
also pass the Board of Examiners exam. Hernán LaFontaine explains how it happened: “We
were at a banquet where Bernie Donovan (the Superintendent of Schools) was the speaker.
Bernie Friedman grabbed him and pulled me up front to meet Donovan. In the process,
Friedman told Donovan. ‘He’s setting up the new bilingual school. He wants permission to hire
off the seniority list.’ Donovan replied, ‘Just as long as they are licensed’” (Hernán LaFontaine,
personal communication, March 6, 2017). LaFontaine said of Friedman’s role:
I’m glad he did that, provided support. It was through him that I was given permission to
hire teachers from Puerto Rico, and not have to go down the Board of Examiners list. He
got the authority to allow me to do that. He was crucial to the success of the project
(personal communication, December 9, 2016).
In announcing the new school, Friedman declared, “There is no question that a direct
relationship exists between a pupil’s limited grasp of the language of instruction and his inability
to achieve academically. We think this trend can be reversed under more favorable
circumstances offered by a bilingual school” (April 8, 1968). In fact, research conducted in New
York City schools supported Friedman’s contention. An evaluation of a two-year experimental
bilingual science program at 18 junior high schools in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Manhattan
showed that students in the program had superior performance in science as well as improved
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ability to read in English and mastery of their native Spanish (Raisner, Bolger & Sanguinetti,
1967).
To understand why Evelina Antonetty and the South Bronx community chose LaFontaine
to assume the leadership position of its first bilingual school, and why this decision proved
prescient, one must understand his particular background and the experiences he brought to this
groundbreaking position.
Hernán LaFontaine: The Making of a Bilingual Education Leader
Hernán LaFontaine was born in New York City to Puerto Rican parents on March 9,
1934, and grew up in East Harlem. Spanish was the language spoken in his home. His father
spoke a little English and worked in a slaughterhouse. His mother spoke no English and stayed
at home to take care of her three children (Henry, 1979). In the 1940a, he attended public
schools, including Junior High School 171M, between 103rd and 104th Streets and 5th and
Madison Avenues in East Harlem. Then, just as today, the New York City public school system
did not expect or encourage Puerto Rican children from East Harlem to go on to college or
become professionals. The fact that he overcame entrenched institutional and societal
expectations is due in no small part to his innate intelligence and some good luck.
As part of the standard curriculum for ninth grade, LaFontaine took part in group guidance
classes to prepare for high school. During the sessions, the guidance counselor was quite direct
in telling them there was no point in any of them applying for the special high schools—
Stuyvesant, Brooklyn Technical, and the Bronx High School of Science—because no student
from Patrick Henry J.H.S. 171 M had ever passed the admission exam. The counselor said he
wanted to save them the disappointment of rejection. He strongly recommended that they apply
for several vocational schools, including High School of Aviation Trades because it was nearby
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on 96th Street. Neither LaFontaine nor any of his classmates questioned this advice; they simply
accepted it as wise counsel from an experienced educator protecting their best interests (Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, January 13, 2013).
However, a fortuitous bet when he was a student at J.H.S. 171M proved to be lifechanging for him:
The rest of the story is so amazing to me that I often think that no movie script would be
written with such a trite yet hard to believe story line. The characters: Edward O'Grady
(Irish), Gerald Patt (Jewish), George Maginley (AfroAmerican), Salvatore Fallone
(Italian) and yours truly Hernán LaFontaine (Puerto Rican). The story line: A week later
as we're all hanging out talking about our plans, Eddie starts to joke about how we should
take the exam for Stuyvesant in spite of the guidance counselor's advice. Eddie figures it
would be one hilarious joke if even one of us passed and we could go back to the
guidance counselor and notify him that he couldn't use that line anymore about no one
from Patrick Henry ever passing the exam. The punch line: all five of us pass the exam
and are accepted to Stuyvesant H.S.! The evidence: four of the five of us are in the
Indicator 1950, the Stuyvesant H.S. senior yearbook for that year. The only one who
didn't make it was Eddie himself, not because of the academics but because his family
was so poor (even poorer than the rest of us poor kids) that he had to leave school before
the end of the first year to go to work and help support the family. The epilogue: We did
go back to the guidance counselor to tell him about our great accomplishment and waited
to note his embarrassed repentance. Never happened! He literally ignored us for the rest
of the term. We continued to think of the incident as a great joke pulled on our teacher. It
wasn't until years later that I finally admitted to myself that it wasn't funny at all and that
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his motives were truly unprofessional. He was equally prejudiced against all of us
students from that “lowly ghetto public school” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, July 28, 2015.)
This early experience sensitized LaFontaine to the pernicious effects prejudiced and
callous educators could have on poor and minority children. Going to Stuyvesant High School
changed the trajectory of his life because it gave him an excellent educational foundation and
opened him to the possibility of going to college, an automatic next step for those who attended
Stuyvesant. At the City College of New York, which was free at the time, LaFontaine studied
chemistry and earned his bachelor’s degree in 1954. He was drafted and served two years in the
army from 1954-1956. When he returned from the army, he went back to City College and—
supported by the GI Bill—completed his master’s in chemistry in 1961. After working for a
pharmaceutical firm as a chemist, he decided that his real passion lay with serving the
community and working with young people, so he decided to change careers and enter the
teaching profession.
In 1957, he began his teaching career as a general science and mathematics teacher at
Junior High School 120 in the Bronx. An activist from a young age, while at J.H.S. 120 he and
Charles Cogen, the future president of the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) (1964–1968),
organized to establish collective bargaining rights for teachers and to found a union. Along with
eight other teachers, LaFontaine picketed in front of the school building every day from 8:003:30 during his free time. He did this in spite of harassment and open hostility from the principal
and 100 or so teachers at the school. Their initial picket line soon spread to other schools in all
five boroughs. Eventually a vote was held and the teachers’ union, the United Federation of
Teachers (UFT), was established. Soon after, the UFT won the right to collectively bargain for
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New York City school teachers. All schools formed union chapters, and after about the third
year, LaFontaine became Chapter Chairman of Junior High School 120. Charles Cogen became
the first UFT president and served from 1960-1964. Ironically, although a union activist and
founder, as principal of P.S. 25, LaFontaine would clash in later years with the UFT leadership
over its opposition to bilingual education.
In spite of the lack of official bilingual education programs prior to the 1960s, sensitive
principals around the city tried to help their newly arrived Spanish-speaking students adjust to
schooling in a new language by placing them with Spanish-speaking teachers when possible.
Hernán LaFontaine described the first time he experimented with teaching in two languages at
J.H.S. 120:
Of course, I spoke Spanish. When I started teaching junior high school in the 50’s, there
were a lot of kids who didn’t speak English and so the principal intended to put some of
those kids in with me. Not that there was any fixed program, nothing like that. I could
help them make the transition because I spoke Spanish. I could help them in whatever
ways—very informal, very erratic, sporadic. But that was one experience that I had
(personal communication, January 13, 2013.)
Although bilingual programs did not exist when LaFontaine began teaching junior high
school in the 1950s, he understood instinctively that his knowledge of Spanish could be used as a
resource to help Spanish-speaking students. LaFontaine realized that he could help them learn
content at the same time as they made the transition to instruction in English. Utilizing materials
that had been developed specifically to meet the needs of Spanish-speaking children as part of
the 1953-1957 Puerto Rican Study, he taught by trial and error, using Spanish informally and
sporadically. Even though he was the only teacher in his school using the materials or
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attempting instruction in Spanish, this helped him to realize that the use of Spanish could be an
important asset for these students (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication January 13,
2013; LaFontaine, 1969). Later, when he taught at the High School of Commerce, he used the
same technique teaching science to Spanish-speakers in Spanish. During the same time, he also
taught Spanish to adults at night school in Harlem. These initial teaching experiences using
Spanish in the classroom to help students gain content knowledge proved formative in his
understanding of the importance of bilingual education. When he became founding principal of
P.S. 25, LaFontaine would use this knowledge, combined with intense study of bilingual
education practices, to design and implement an original bilingual education model.
After teaching at J.H.S. 120 for six years, from 1957-1963, LaFontaine left J.H.S. 120 to
become a biology and chemistry teacher at the High School of Commerce, the school that would
later become Brandeis High School. Eventually he became the high school scheduler there. In
those days, without computers, schedules had to be arranged by hand and represented a major
undertaking. His mathematical training in high school and college helped prepare him for this
job.
Starting the New Bilingual School
At the beginning of 1968, LaFontaine received the call from Evelina Antonetty about the
new school they hoped to start in the South Bronx. The experience and knowledge he gained at
I.S. 201 made him uniquely suited to head the new community-centered bilingual school that
Antonetty envisioned for District 7 in the South Bronx. Antonetty got word of the excellent
work LaFontaine was doing at I.S. 201 and personally selected him for the position of principal
because of it, as well as for his broader educational leadership role in the Puerto Rican
community. She said, “You’ve been running this school, I.S. 201. Everybody knows you’re
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doing a great job. Wouldn’t you like to come up and start this other school in bilingual
education?” In her capacity as a member of the principal selection committee for Local School
Board 7, she invited him down to United Bronx Parents for an interview. When he arrived, he
realized there was one problem: nobody knew how this new school would function. He recalled
thinking, “My God, there’s an awful lot of things to think about.” So, he asked Evelina and the
others at United Bronx Parents, “How do you envision this?” ‘“We don’t know,” they answered.
“It’s a bilingual school. That’s one of our demands. We demand a bilingual school.” “What is
that?” “We don’t know, but whatever it is we want it” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, January 13, 2013). This was a case of a community turning to a trusted insider
professional to guide them in realizing a much sought-after goal that they themselves were not
prepared to carry out.
Despite the fact that his teaching and administrative experience had previously been in
junior high and high schools, and that he had taught math and science rather than bilingual
education, LaFontaine agreed to take on the challenge of leading this new elementary school.
Until he was asked to be principal at P.S. 25, he had only had limited and informal experience
with bilingual education. He realized that it could take many forms, some subtractive and some
additive. But since there were few precedents, no one could offer him any guidance on how to
proceed. LaFontaine recognized that he would have to design the concept and the school
program on his own, since no extant models of bilingual schools in New York City existed that
he could copy.
Fortunately, at the time he accepted the job of founding principal of the new bilingual
school, LaFontaine had the means to do extensive research on bilingual educational models.
While he was in his second year at I.S. 201, the Ford Foundation gave him a fellowship to enroll
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in a doctoral program in administration supervision at Fordham University. The foundation
created this fellowship to help minority teachers become school administrators. It was while he
was in the Fordham program, around March 1968, that LaFontaine agreed to lead the new
school. In preparation, he decided to take advantage of his fellowship to begin doing research on
bilingual education models. In the spring of 1968, LaFontaine took a sabbatical from I.S. 201 to
begin his research. The Ford Foundation paid one half of his salary and the Board of Education
paid the other half.
LaFontaine embarked upon a cross-country and international tour, visiting bilingual
schools that had already been established. Speaking of the luxury he had to spend several
months visiting bilingual programs in person, LaFontaine commented, “It was the greatest, to
have the opportunity to ask, ‘May I come visit you for three days?’” (personal communication,
August 4, 2015). He went to Coral Gables, Florida, to visit the Coral Way Elementary School,
the first public Spanish-English bilingual school in the country that had opened in 1963.
Impressed by the educational results he saw at Coral Way, LaFontaine wrote of the program:
The experiment appears to be having considerable success. At the fifth grade level the
children have been found to be able to learn equally well through either of the two
languages. Also, since half of the children are Cubans and half begin as monolingual
speakers of English, it has become apparent that a truly comprehensive bilingual
education program can serve not only the non-English mother tongue children who must
necessarily become bilingual, but also the monolingual American child who speaks
nothing but English and whose parents want him to become bilingual (LaFontaine, 1969,
p. 332.)
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Seeing a developmental bilingual program first hand made LaFontaine appreciate the benefits
such a program could offer to all students.
LaFontaine continued to Corpus Christi, Texas, where English-Spanish bilingual schools
were just getting started. And he travelled to Montreal, Canada, where he spent a week visiting
the Saint-Lambert Elementary School where French students were learning English as a second
language, as well as McGill University and Quebec City, Quebec, where he visited Laval
University, the first French-language public research university in North America.
At McGill and Laval Universities, many professors were conducting research on
bilingual education, including Wallace Lambert and Rudolph Troike. But the person LaFontaine
met who influenced him the most was not a professor, but rather, a Ph.D. student at McGill
University who was finishing his doctorate evaluating children attending an Irish immersion
program in Ireland and the effects of instruction in a weaker language: “MacNamara. His whole
thesis was on bilingual education in Ireland. I found that so great because it was perfect for what
I wanted to be able to show, that this was bigger and broader than just the program for those
Puerto Rican kids” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 13, 2013; June 30,
2016). MacNamara explained to him firsthand how education in a non-proficient language can
have detrimental effects on children’s academic success.
Besides Wallace Lambert, Rudolph Troike, and John MacNamara, LaFontaine sought the
guidance of Joshua Fishman from Yeshiva University, who at the time was doing a fellowship at
Princeton. Fishman said to him, “Come on down!” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, August 4, 2015):
So, I went down to Princeton for a couple of days to talk with him. It was lovely,
lovely—out on the lawn walking around. There were times there, especially having
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come from my experience at I.S. 201, now I’m on the campus of Princeton with Joshua
Fishman and we’re talking about intellectual things. I was like in a dream world. I
cannot believe I’m here. I’m here, a kid from 110th Street. I’m a Puerto Rican kid and
now I’m at Princeton with this brilliant guy. I was just thrilled to pieces.

We talked for two days and tried to get an idea. You know, a lot of the stuff – we did a
lot of the major philosophical thinking, and then at the end I said, ‘Okay, Joshua, how do
I put this into a program?’ He said, ‘Oh, that’s your problem. I’m the scholar. You’re
the administrator’ (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 13, 2013.)
While Joshua Fishman and Hernán LaFontaine had in-depth conversations about
many aspects of bilingualism, Fishman was very candid with LaFontaine that although a
theoretician, he had never run a school before. He said that it was he, LaFontaine, who
possessed the expertise to decide what form the new school should take. LaFontaine
found him to be brilliant and delighted in discussing his questions with him. One
important piece of advice Fishman gave him was to have as much detail worked out
beforehand or he would be running around trying to figure out what to do once the school
got started (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, August 4, 2015). LaFontaine
spent the rest of the semester trying to do just that. While an experienced practitioner, his
studies and personal research also gave LaFontaine a solid theoretical foundation on
which to build his new bilingual school.
In a review of the literature on bilingual education LaFontaine conducted for an article in
1969, he demonstrated his familiarity with a wide range of international research on the topic,
including psychological studies. He noted how this research on psycho-social attitudes
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supported the linguistically and culturally affirming approach of the program in the Bilingual
School:
[F]or most of our Puerto Rican students, the retention of their native language while
learning a new one depends on the displacement of their discouraging view of Spanish,
with a more positive socially advantaged association. They must overcome the effect of
the admonitions of many teachers not to speak Spanish in school because ‘it isn’t nice’ or
because ‘in this country we speak English.’ In fact, this psychological conflict may cause
bilingual children to be handicapped in their intellectual development according to Jensen
(LaFontaine, 1969, p. 335.)
He clearly sympathized with the opinion of theorists such as Wallace Lambert who found that if
students developed biliteracy they outperformed monolingual students on verbal and non-verbal
intelligence tests, possessed greater flexibility and superiority in concept formation, and had a
more diversified set of mental abilities. LaFontaine’s wide-ranging research helped provide him
with the theoretical grounding for the bilingual education program he would design for P.S. 25.
With his inspiration and new ideas for forming a bilingual program, LaFontaine returned
to New York to tackle the other tasks at hand: to get the school organized and off the ground by
September. By this time it was already June 1968 (LaFontaine, 1969; Hernán LaFontaine,
personal communication, January 13, 2013). He had an unprecedented amount of freedom to set
things up as he saw fit without Board interference. However, although the Board of Education
had acquiesced to the idea of establishing a new bilingual school, it never gave its wholehearted
backing or support to the project. To say that the practical challenges were many is an
understatement.
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As an indication of the low priority of the school in the Board’s eyes, they gave P.S. 25
an empty shell of a building, and an old decrepit one at that. The building in which the original
P.S. 25 was housed was constructed in 1897 and slated for demolition before Evelina Antonetty
and the community were alleged to have conducted sit-ins to have it preserved to create the first
bilingual school. A brand new school had been constructed a few blocks away at a cost of
$2,600,000 for what would become P.S. 161, the English monolingual school that had inhabited
the old structure. In April 1968, the school with all of its contents had been moved to the new
building, leaving LaFontaine with absolutely nothing inside to start his new school (Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, August 4, 2015; Muriel Pagán, personal communication,
February 19, 2013). Nevertheless, on April 1st, LaFontaine began the process of recruiting
teachers from wherever he could.
April came and went and school was slated to begin in September, with everything left to
organize, including the recruitment of teachers, administrators and staff, the design of the
curriculum, and the acquisition of materials. Among the most immediate priorities requiring
attention was procuring tables, chairs and desks. In theory, he could put in an order through the
local school board, but he knew that if he did so it would take several months to arrive, too late
for the opening of school (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 13, 2013).
In his doctoral program at Fordham, LaFontaine and his classmates were studying administration
and management theory, specifically the Program Evaluation Review or PERT technique used at
NASA. While everyone found the concepts—such as defining objectives, developing timelines,
and critical slack time fascinating—LaFontaine said to himself “Oh my God. That means I’ve
got to do this.” By the time he had finished the PERT review, it turned out that it was
theoretically impossible for him to open the school by September.
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With single-minded determination, LaFontaine set out to get what he needed. He visited
different schools, principals, and the district office asking for help, with varying levels of
success:
I would park myself in the district office saying, ‘If you don’t give me so many chairs
and desks… I’m gonna steal them’....The reception was varied because a lot of them were
saying, ‘What the hell is this bilingual stuff, and now this guy’s gonna come to me and he
wants my help?’ Some of them said, ‘Sure, whatever I can do.’ ” He scrounged and did
whatever necessary to come up with everything from desks to old books. He would ask
for different things on his ventures: ‘Look, can you give me 30 chairs?’ They’d say,
‘Well, look downstairs in the basement’ (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication,
January 13, 2013).
If he was lucky enough to find furniture he then had to locate a truck to transport it.
Aside from getting the physical space prepared, LaFontaine faced challenges unique to
the school’s bilingual nature. Not only did he have to find 40 teachers, they also had to be
bilingual. He began recruiting educators he knew from HAPHE and PREA, and one of the first
he sought out was Muriel Pagán. Pagán had experience in early childhood education, something
that LaFontaine lacked. After several conversations he asked her to be his assistant principal.
She agreed to work with him as one of the assistant principals, and to gain practical experience
as she took the certification tests for the position (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication,
June 30, 2016; Muriel Pagán, personal communication, April 19, 2016). Moving forward, she
was involved in every aspect of creating the school.
LaFontaine found another willing assistant principal in Carmen Rivera, a colleague at I.S.
201 who was also a student in the Educational Administration program at Fordham University.
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As part of the program in Administration Supervision, students were expected to conduct an
internship under the guidance of a principal. LaFontaine himself satisfied the internship
requirements by becoming the actual principal. Assistant District Superintendent Bernard
Friedman served the informal role of supervisor, as LaFontaine consulted with him when issues
arose (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 13, 2013). In essence, he
simultaneously assumed the principalship and completed the requirements of his educational
administration program. Rivera requested that she fulfill her internship for the Fordham program
while working part time under LaFontaine at P.S. 25.
LaFontaine continued recruiting teachers and staff for the new bilingual school in any
way he could. Because P.S. 25 LaFontaine required bilingual personnel, he could not just work
from the Board of Education’s seniority list. The hiring process he initiated at P.S. 25 broke with
all protocol. At that time the central Board of Education hired teachers and gave them their
assignments; individual principals did not select their teachers. But because of the experimental
nature of his project and his unique requirements, the Board backed him in his right to hire staff
as he saw fit, and—inexplicably—the UFT did not intervene.
Seniority was an inviolable principle for the UFT, one which it went on strike to uphold
in September 1968, just as P.S. 25 was opening its doors. LaFontaine took control of the hiring
of teachers without incident, whereas when Rhody McCoy attempted to transfer teachers out of
the Ocean Hill-Brownsville community control experimental school district to hire the teaching
staff of his choosing, the UFT launched the crippling teachers’ strikes of 1968 that caused the
experiment to shut down.
To get a job at P.S. 25 required an interview, and LaFontaine talked to people and
conducted interviews on the phone and in person to verify their bilingualism (Nieto, 2015;
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Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, August 4, 2015). Candidates needed to be
bilingual to teach at the school, and LaFontaine had a method for interviewing prospective
teachers: “I would begin an interview in one language, the candidate’s strongest, and then in the
middle switch to the other language” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 10,
2013). He personally interviewed every teacher who came to the school. He attracted teachers
from New York City who were intrigued and excited by the idea of participating in this new
experiment. He even went to Puerto Rico to give the New York City Board of Examiners
licensing exam to teachers there. Over 80 teachers took the test, and over 60 passed. LaFontaine
offered jobs to all of them, but in the end, only about fifteen were willing to relocate to New
York City. All were bilingual, fluent in English, and experienced teachers. Some of them were
even administrators. The teachers from Puerto Rico proved to be a big boost to the school.
Among these was Luis Cartagena who would eventually assume an important leadership role at
P.S. 25 and succeed LaFontaine as principal.
The extensive search for teachers spanned the entire country, and candidates responded
from across the continental United States and even abroad. In addition to those from Puerto
Rico, teachers selected were people who were natives of, or who had teaching experience in New
York, Puerto Rico, Mexico, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Spain, Peru, Cuba and Venezuela
among other countries. LaFontaine collected a diverse group of people who were bilingual to
different degrees. Mrs. Horowitz from Aruba spoke English, Spanish, German and some
Yiddish and Dutch. Puerto Ricans born in New York spoke Spanish with different levels of
fluency. Lafontaine recalls their different motivations for coming to teach at the new
experimental school:
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There were male teachers, Tom Wacht, Ralph Tavares and Andy Hoffman, who came to
teach to avoid the draft and the Vietnam War. And there was even a Ph.D. in
Mathematics from Puerto Rico, Noemi Alvarado, who had held an administrative
position in the schools in Puerto Rico, but decided to come to teach at P.S. 25 because the
salary was higher than what she had been making in Puerto Rico (Hernán LaFontaine,
personal communication, January 10, 2013.)
Later, several teachers who had been in the Peace Corps in Latin America joined the
school. In the end, with one third Latino/a, one third Black, and one third White, the
composition of the new teaching staff at P.S. 25 bore much more diversity than the general
teaching corps of teachers in New York City at the time. Speaking of her colleagues at P.S. 25,
Sonia Nieto (2015) noted: “[They] were mostly young and inexperienced, but what they lacked
in experience they made up in enthusiasm” (p. 159).
Recalling her responses to his questions in the interview, Nieto confesses that she is not
sure why LaFontaine ever hired her: “I knew nothing about bilingual education. I wasn’t even
sure it was a good idea, and told him so. He also asked me about parent involvement, another
pillar on which the school was to be founded. I said I wasn’t convinced parents should be
involved in their children’s education. After all, I said, ‘I made it and my parents weren’t
involved in my education.’….Only later did I come to understand the weaknesses in this
argument” (Nieto, 2015, p. 155). Within two or three months, Nieto affirms that she was
completely convinced of the school’s two founding principles, 1) The importance of bilingualism
and 2) The importance of parental involvement This dramatic turnaround speaks to P.S. 25’s
transformative nature (Sonia Nieto, personal communication, March 14, 2015). Reflecting on
her initial naivete during her interview, Nieto writes, “We are often victims of our own
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experience. Since it’s the only one we know, we are inclined to think that our own experience
must hold for everyone else as well. Throughout my young life, it had never occurred to me that
speaking my native language in school would be possible or even a good thing. Having had to
learn English as a child with no support, I had believed that everyone else should have to do so
as well, even if it was a la fuerza, or forced. That idea dissipated almost as soon as I began
teaching at PS 25. There, I saw the benefits of learning in two languages, the importance of
culture in teaching and learning” (p. 158). Of the transformative influence of P.S. 25 on her life,
Nieto comments, “Starting work there was like getting a new lease on life. Given the priorities
of the school, I soon became a staunch supporter not just of bilingual education but also of the
benefits of parent involvement. My educational philosophy changed dramatically as a result.
Learning to value Spanish as a resource and strength, I also learned about doing serious and
respectful outreach to families” (p. 157).
While a staff that largely reflected the linguistic and cultural background of the students it
served might have seemed a smart and obvious choice, P.S. 25 was actually an outlier in this
regard. As of March 1969, the first year of the Bilingual School’s existence, there were fewer
than 500 regularly licensed Latino teachers serving all New York City schools. This was due to
the structural discrimination perpetuated through the Board of Examiners’ speech test that
systematically denied licenses to qualified minority teaching candidates (Liem, 1971, p. 222).
This small number illustrated the central Board of Education's disregard for the estimated
100,000 Latino non-English-speaking students in its population.
While teachers were being chosen, P.S. 25 leadership undertook a search for instructional
materials. It soon became apparent that textbooks and workbooks in Spanish were not easy to
come by. They contacted individuals, agencies, and companies from such places as Puerto Rico,
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Mexico, the southwestern United States, Florida, South America, and Spain in a desperate effort
to obtain materials by September. Despite the wide variety of sources tapped, LaFontaine
realized that the school would have to depend primarily on teachers creating and developing
relevant and appropriate pedagogical materials. Referring to the fact that the teachers started
with absolutely nothing, not even waste paper baskets, Muriel Pagán commented, “The teachers
were wonderful. We all pitched in” (personal communication, August 21, 2013).
Although LaFontaine had the support of district assistant superintendent Friedman and of
Local School District 7, the Bilingual School was not without opponents who condemned the
new experiment in the strongest possible terms and actively sought its demise. Many union
members opposed the school on the ground that it would bypass a sacred union tenet: that
teachers be hired on the basis of seniority. The leader of this opposition was UFT president
Albert Shanker who had successfully opposed minority community aspirations for community
control of schools. Carmen Arroyo, longtime bilingual education advocate and Chair of the New
York State Assembly Subcommittee of Bilingual Education, said of Albert Shanker, “We always
considered him the enemy” (personal communication, May 8, 2012).
Shanker’s ideological opposition was based on misconceptions and bias common among
opponents of bilingual education. First, he wanted to protect the jobs of his white and African
American union constituents, with little concern for Latinos who were not yet teaching in the
school system. Second, he opposed bilingual education on philosophical grounds, since he
believed in the assimilationist function of the U.S. public school system (Kahlenberg, 2007).
Third, he thought erroneously that no research-based proof of the validity of bilingual education
existed. Fourth, Shanker claimed that bilingual education programs did not help with acquisition
of English—that they only served a Latino nationalistic purpose and that “many children in
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‘bilingual’ programs learn no English whatsoever” (Kahlenberg, 2007, p. 224). Still others
opposed the school for different reasons. A lot of people whose ethnicity had caused them
problems similar to those of the Puerto Ricans in the New York City schools, such as people of
Italian, Jewish and Irish descent, were concerned about special preference for these new arrivals.
“But that’s the way human nature is” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 13,
2013).
Shanker and others from the UFT disregarded the schools’ record of failure with Puerto
Rican students and the real concerns and justifiable anger of the Puerto Rican community.
Unfamiliar with and unsympathetic to the theoretical underpinnings of bilingual education, these
opponents reverted to ethnic nationalism in staking out a position categorically opposed to it.
Reacting to their opposition, Luis Fuentes, principal of the bilingual minischool at P.S. 155 in the
Ocean Hill-Brownsville experimental district, remarked, "There is one issue perhaps that
demonstrates best the total opposition of these unions to any positive change: bilingual
education” (Fuentes, 1980, p. 113).
A Unique Model of Bilingual Education
In its first years, enrollment at P.S. 25 was approximately 84% Puerto Rican and 16%
African American English-speaking students whose parents indicated an interest in having their
children learn Spanish (New York City Board of Education, January 15, 1971). The elementary
school was officially sanctioned as “an experiment,” and registration would be on a voluntary
basis.
LaFontaine and his staff realized that the students who would be entering P.S. 25
possessed a wide range of bilingual proficiencies even as they started school. Puerto Rican kids
born and raised in New York City spoke mostly English but had heard Spanish spoken in various
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degrees by family members, and possessed passive comprehension abilities. Many students
arriving directly from Puerto Rico understood and spoke only Spanish, while African-American
children from the neighborhood usually understood and spoke only English. And some students
of Puerto Rican heritage born in New York fit somewhere along the bilingual continuum. For
these latter students, entering the Bilingual School meant the reclaiming of their language.
The elaboration of a model of bilingual education to educate elementary school students
reflected the founders’ firm position that the maintenance of Spanish was an inalienable right of
U.S. citizens of Puerto Rican descent. They also recognized that bilinguals’ perceptions of how
the dominant society perceived their culture and language determined their future success or
failure in school (Cummins, 1984; Skuttnabb-Kangas, 1984; Verhoeven, 1990; Walqui, 2006).
Therefore, bilingual students’ culture and language needed to be consistently and repeatedly
valued and respected in the classroom setting as well as in the entire school, to enable them to
develop a positive academic identity. For this reason, biculturalism as well as bilingualism
remained intrinsic goals of the school. LaFontaine believed that students needed to sustain their
native language skills as they learned the other language and to maintain the advantage of having
an additional language. This belief was based not only on a Puerto Rican nationalist stance
regarding the importance of maintaining Spanish, but on solid investigation of the existing
research on the effectiveness of bilingual education in acquiring a new language, such as that
noted above.
Although commonsensical and based on sound research, LaFontaine’s commitment to
developmental bilingualism and multiculturalism marked nothing short of a radical break from
the educational models in place for Puerto Rican students at the time. The compensatory
programs developed by the New York City Board of Education until that point all assumed that
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the child possessed deficiencies that must be overcome: his family background was deficient,
his cultural heritage was deficient, his language was deficient, and his life experiences were
deficient as well (Lurie, 1970).
LaFontaine’s conception of bilingual education for the new bilingual school may not
have coincided with that of central headquarters. Statements issued by the New York City Board
of Education before the opening of P.S. 25 demonstrated confusion about the nature and purpose
of the bilingual program it intended to implement. An April 1968 memorandum issued by two
psychologists in support of the opening of the first bilingual school cited the example of
bilingual education in Canada:
[I]f there has been something like equal, normal literacy developed in the two languages,
bilingual ten year olds in Montreal are markedly superior to monolinguals on…tests of
intelligence and appear to have greater mental flexibility, a superiority in concept
formation, and a more diversified set of mental abilities (Bonilla, 1968, cited in ASPIRA,
1968, p. 6.)
Yet a few lines later these same psychologists stated that the primary goal of P.S. 25 was
“functional bilingualism with English dominance” (Bonilla, 1968, cited in ASPIRA, 1968, p. 6).
Whether the Board of Education would have issued approval for the Bilingual School if they had
known that English and Spanish would hold equal status in the school is an open question.
Although monoglossic in their ideology in that they believed the two languages, English
and Spanish, should always be kept separate during instruction, the founders of P.S. 25 were
forward thinking in their belief in bilingualism/biculturalism as a resource and privilege. They
understood, as many researchers have confirmed, that bilingual students’ language and cultural
knowledge are important resources in facilitating academic achievement (Bransford, Brown, &
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Cocking, 2000; Cummins et al., 2005). Educators from John Dewey on have understood that
activation of students’ prior knowledge leads to deep understanding of concepts and provides the
building blocks for acquisition of new knowledge (Dewey, 1897). For bilingual students, their
prior knowledge is embedded in the language in which they socialize. Developing this
knowledge and transferring concepts and skills into a second language will support biliteracy
development and represents sound Deweyan pedagogy (Cummins, 2000). The pedagogical
principles implemented at P.S. 25 stood on this sound theoretical footing.
In its insistence on reclaiming the Spanish language and Puerto Rican culture, P.S. 25’s
goals were in keeping with the movements to reclaim ethnic identity and cultural pluralism, as
well as the anti-colonial movements of its time. The faculty and administration at P.S. 25
understood—as the movements for cultural pluralism at the time were demanding—that minority
students’ identities had to be affirmed in their learning environment. In referring to the Puerto
Rican community’s demand for bilingual and multicultural education, Evelina Antonetty stated,
“All children should be bilingual, to share the culture they have with each other. New York has
lost its Jewish heritage, New York has lost its Irish heritage. We Puerto Ricans are not going to
let this happen to us” (Kihss, 1975, p. 45). By the late 1960s, Blacks and Hispanics rejected
assimilation, integration, and acculturation as desirable goals of schooling and instead demanded
self-determination and respect for culture and language (Pantoja & Perry, 1993; Tyack, 1974).
LaFontaine captured this sentiment when he stated:
The melting pot theory has been something of a myth. We have a rich diversity in this
nation. We ought to capitalize on it by developing all the positive things that contribute
to the larger society. The Spanish-speaking community must build on knowledge about
itself and its culture to be able to participate on an equal basis. Many students who have
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not had this kind of program find themselves in a situation of failure and frustration.
That doesn’t do anything for their ego development-or for assimilation. A study in 1970
found that 53 per cent of Puerto Ricans had dropped out between the 10th and 12th grade.
This is with our regular system. What we need is bilingual, bicultural education (Kihss,
1975, p. 64.)
The Bilingual School, incorporating this philosophy, listed quite deliberately among its
objectives: 1) to develop proficiency in Spanish and English; 2) to improve academic
achievement; and 3) to improve the pupil’s self-image (Liem, 1971, p. 322).
Bilingual education had another advantage, one long-known to educators: Spanishspeaking parents could assist their children with their homework. Such assistance has been
shown to contribute to children’s literacy development (Cummins, 1989). The administrators
and teachers of P.S. 25 also saw bilingual education as the best route for Spanish-speaking
students to acquire academic English language proficiency and for both English and Spanish
speakers to raise achievement levels in core subject areas.
The model incorporated the theory that LaFontaine had discussed with Fishman, the
actual models in practice that he had observed firsthand in his travels through North America,
and an understanding of the practical requirements of the English and Spanish-speaking student
population of the South Bronx. After his intense study and preparation, LaFontaine set out to
construct a pedagogical model for P.S. 25, one uniquely tailored to the linguistic needs of the
South Bronx elementary school population. To this end, he and the assistant principals, Muriel
Pagán and Carmen Rivera, began to meet regularly in his home (Muriel Pagán, personal
communication, April 19, 2016). LaFontaine used his training as a mathematician to help
elaborate a precise mathematical formula for language instruction at P.S. 25. Together they
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devised the bilingual education model as a basis for beginning instruction during the first school
year. Their model, in which the new language would be introduced gradually, reflected an
effective and sensible approach to learning a new language. They called their original plan “A
Model for the Implementation of the Elementary School Curriculum Through Bilingual
Education.”
According to the model, a child who entered the Bilingual School in kindergarten would
have seven years of bilingual instruction through sixth grade. The percentage of instruction in
either language that a child would receive in each grade would depend on her language
dominance, and the percentage in the new language would increase gradually each year. A child
starting P.S. 25 in kindergarten would receive 85% of instruction in her native language, whether
that language was English or Spanish, and 15% of instruction in the new language. Only by their
seventh year, or the sixth grade, were students expected to have developed sufficient proficiency
in each language to receive 50% of their instruction in English and 50% in Spanish (See
Appendix B). The model also accounted for different percentages of language use in different
subject areas. With mathematical exactitude, LaFontaine refined the model to determine the
number of minutes per subject area that should be spent in instruction in each language in 1968
(See Appendix C). Ideally by the time students reached the sixth grade, they would be ready to
handle a class entirely in English and another entirely in Spanish. If they could do this
successfully, then by the time they entered middle school in seventh grade they would be
prepared for a mainstream English-only classroom.
LaFontaine and Pagán realized that the language model they created would vary from the
actual model in use, because not all students would arrive in kindergarten and be able to progress
to 50/50 English/Spanish instruction in the prescribed seven years. Although the students
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entering in kindergarten could start immediately with the theoretical model and be able to
progress to 50/50 English/Spanish instruction in the prescribed seven years, other grades could
not be expected to do so. Students would be entering the school in different grades with
language proficiencies different from that envisioned in the theoretical model. They therefore
considered the theoretical bilingual education model a work in progress and open to ongoing
evaluation, and presented it to the staff for their feedback, modification, and discussion of actual
implementation. After consultation with teachers, the administrators, with extreme care and
attention to detail, tweaked the language instruction model to make accommodations for the
entering classes of students. They bore in mind that for English-dominant kids, introduction of
the Spanish language would be totally new and thus would initially require more instruction in
English than the theoretical model called for. In contrast, a Spanish-dominant child who had
gone to school all along in the Bronx would have had some exposure to English and could
handle instruction in this second language (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, August
4, 2015).
They thus devised a second model for teachers to use in practice, one more reflective of
the true language levels of students, that LaFontaine called the “action model.” So while, for
example, the theoretical model stated that in the third-grade instruction should be 80% in the
native language and 20% in the second, the action model prescribed 85% instruction in the native
language and 15% in the second language for the entering class in 1968. The following year in
1969 the percentages would adjust slightly to take into account the year of bilingual instruction
that students would have under their belt.
LaFontaine and Pagán then took the “action” model and projected it out for six years
until 1974, describing how it would change from year to year. All the language variables had to
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be considered at the same time as students covered the academic program in the main subjects
for each grade: reading, math, social studies, science, etc. They even worked out a table
comparing the theoretical model (T) with the actual English Dominant (EDA) and actual Spanish
Dominant (SDA) instruction for the first years (See Appendix D). Aware of the originality and
importance of their contribution to the field of Bilingual Education, LaFontaine and Pagán
decided to patent their original models with the Library of Congress. Hernán Lafontaine asserts
that the goal of P.S. 25's model was “to provide program instruction which will enable students
to achieve proficiency in listening, speaking, writing and reading in two languages. In the case
of New York City’s bilingual program, the two languages (were) Spanish and English” (personal
communication, January 13, 2013).
The nuanced approach to language learning at P.S. 25 included the development of
separate curricula for the Spanish and English-dominant classes, with an English as a Second
Language curriculum designed for the former and a Spanish as a Second Language curriculum
designed for the latter. Both programs followed comparable progression of language instruction
percentages throughout the years (See Appendix B). Teachers were chosen for each class based
on their language dominance, either in Spanish or English.
The administrators and staff recognized that the students started from diverse linguistic
points and that these variations needed to be measured in order to best sort arriving students into
the Spanish-dominant and English-dominant classes. Since no such language assessment
measurement tool existed at the time, in addition to all the other tasks they were faced with in
starting the first bilingual school from scratch, the teachers and administrators at P.S. 25
developed a language assessment test. In collaboration with the Department of Research and
Evaluation at the Board of Education, they designed assessments to administer to incoming
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students. P.S. 25 polished and revised the initial rough drafts of these evaluation instruments.
Later they were tested and evaluated on a wider scale, and evolved into the Language
Assessment Battery (LAB, eventually LAB-R), the official language assessment lab test used by
the Board of Education in schools all around the city beginning in 1982 (Hernán LaFontaine,
personal communication, January 13, 2013; Santiago Santiago, 1986). The test, which consisted
of an English and a Spanish version, became the instrument the Board used to determine
qualification for transitional bilingual education (TBE) programs after the Aspira Consent
Decree (ACD) in 1974 (Santiago Santiago, 1986). It was administered to all students with
Spanish surnames to determine language proficiency in English and Spanish (Reyes, 2006a).
LaFontaine and his teachers and administrators were aware of the need to create new
bilingual schools at the middle school level for their students to graduate into. They felt strongly
that bilingual education should extend beyond the elementary school years and into middle
school. LaFontaine remembers, “Our advice was, ‘Fine, they can go into a regular classroom,
but they ought to continue to sustain their native language skills.’ …[Y]ou don’t want to lose the
advantage of having a second language. That ought to be maintained, as you go through.”
(personal communication, January 13, 2013). To help promote the formation of bilingual junior
high schools, they tried to disseminate the model of P.S. 25 as widely as possible and opened the
school to visitors, some of whom then went on to form new bilingual schools. One of those who
followed P.S. 25’s bilingual education model of instruction and replicated it on the junior high
school level was Juán Fonseca, principal and founder of I.S. 155, also located in School District
7 in the South Bronx. Evelina Antonetty was also instrumental in the opening I.S. 155 (Muriel
Pagán, personal communication, August 25, 2014).
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In accordance with the belief that Puerto Rican children had a right to maintain their
native language and culture as they went to school and learned English, the additive bilingual
education model at P.S. 25 called on students entering the school to add a second language to the
one they already spoke. Even the linguistic labels they used to describe students, “Spanish
dominant” and “English dominant,” were additive, defining students by their strengths instead of
the official subtractive labels often imposed by school and educational hierarchies such as
“Limited English Proficient.” The P.S. 25 educational model contrasts to the “subtractive” one
that reigned in New York City schools in the 1960s and prevails today. This subtractive
framework views bilingualism as a problem, with students’ Spanish interfering with their
acquisition of English as well as their complete linguistic and cultural assimilation to the
dominant Anglo norm (García, 2009; Valenzuela, 1999). In New York City schools in the
1960s, Puerto Rican students entering school would end up losing their native language as they
acquired the dominant school language, English. In other words, the end goal of schools was
English monolingualism. P.S. 25’s bilingual education model was remarkable in that it
envisioned both Spanish-dominant and English-dominant students becoming bilingual in Spanish
and English. In practical terms, this meant that both the Puerto Rican population and the African
American population in the neighborhood would be served equally by the school.
The Role of the Teachers
Although P.S. 25 used the lab testing for initial placements, LaFontaine believed in
respecting and adhering to teachers’ opinions about students’ linguistic capacities above all:
[I]f in the first couple of weeks the teacher says, ‘You know, I don’t think that kid is
ready for this English dominant class, let’s put him in the Spanish dominant class,’ so we
could make those changes and adjustments. It was important that feedback; the teacher
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had to pay close attention to the student's language ability. It wasn’t just that you could
take it for granted because he’s in the third grade, he should be in this and that class—no.
You had to actually pay attention (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January
13, 2013.)
In addition, Muriel Pagán and Hernán LaFontaine would constantly talk to the teachers
and ask “How’s it going?” so that they could use the feedback to tweak the language model
(Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, August 4, 2015). This intense trust in the
teachers set P.S. 25 apart from most other public schools of its time and any time. In addition to
imparting content knowledge, teachers willingly took on the added responsibility of monitoring
students’ language abilities and determining their correct placement in Spanish-dominant or
English-dominant classes.
Determining student placement was only one aspect of the authority given to teachers in
P.S. 25 to ensure the success of its experimental model. In that first year of 1968-69, community
leadership encouraged teachers to report their actual experiences with the instructional model to
their supervisor. The model provided specific guidelines for how the elementary school
curriculum should be carried out in two languages, and delineated specific time allotments for
each subject area and for each language in each grade. However, LaFontaine and Pagán realized
that it would need tweaking depending on how it worked out in practice in the classroom. They
were dependent on their teachers to give them accurate reporting on its efficacy in order to
modify it accordingly to make it more effective. Teacher feedback would be the basis for the
elaboration of an improved and more workable model for the following year (LaFontaine, 1969).
At the same time as they monitored student language and the efficacy of the instruction model,
the teachers also had to pay attention to the content they were teaching. They would have
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regular team meetings at which they would discuss and refine the content of the curriculum for
different subject areas. LaFontaine even formed his own cabinet of sorts. Teachers’ buy-in to
the model and input were crucial to the success of the school.
Teachers at the school played an important part in the school’s design and felt
overwhelmingly positively about the new program they were pioneering. The teachers who
came to teach at P.S. 25 did so on a voluntary basis. They knew that they were part of an
exciting experiment in keeping with a community’s desires for the education of its children to
reflect a larger national movement. They jumped in with enthusiasm to ensure not only that the
experiment succeeded, but that it surpassed all expectations.
More Challenges
LaFontaine did not just have to contend with the usual tasks facing a principal of a new
school; he also had to face myriad problems endemic to an impoverished neighborhood in the
1960s and 1970s. In his words, the Bronx at that time was like a “war-torn zone.” In that time,
fires were engulfing the Bronx, leaving buildings destroyed and families homeless. Once when
the teachers and students were returning from a field trip, they came back to encounter a huge
fire a block away (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 10, 2013).
A lot of drug use also was occurring in the 1960s, and he had to consider the safety of the
students during the day and at dismissal time. A decrepit tenement building right next door to
the school on Union and Tinton Avenues served as a shooting gallery for junkies. This situation
became an issue, especially when school and community events took place in the second-floor
auditorium from where the shooting gallery remained readily visible. As if this did not present
enough of a difficulty, a pharmacy across the street from the school served as a central drug
point. LaFontaine contacted the police, but at the time, drug selling and use were prevalent all
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over the Bronx and they said, “Get on a line.” So then LaFontaine called Bronx Borough
President Herman Badillo who intervened with the local precinct to get them to act on the
problem. In addition to boarding up windows in the school so that the illicit activities would not
be visible from the second-floor auditorium, the police installed a couple of undercover officers,
disguised as janitors, to take up a stake out position in the school. LaFontaine remembers,
“Sometimes it got a little awkward..in the middle of the day with the two guys just sitting,
looking out the window. And someone would come by and they would move the mop a little
bit.” From their post on the second floor, the police officers observed what was happening, took
pictures, made arrests and closed the selling point. The building holding the shooting gallery
was torn down. It became an empty lot that eventually was converted into a parking lot (Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014; Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, June 14, 2016).
But the biggest obstacle LaFontaine and his staff confronted occurred the very first week
the school opened. Just as they were ending a two-week training in preparation for the first day
of school, one teacher who was reading the paper announced, “You know, there’s going to be a
strike on Monday” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 10, 2013). The
United Federation of Teachers (UFT) had called a citywide teachers strike for the first day of the
1968-1969 school year to demand the reinstatement of the ten teachers who had protested their
involuntary transfer from the Ocean Hill-Brownsville/Brownsville experimental district as well
as that of the 350 teachers who had walked out in support of them. Their preparations had not
prepared them for the impending UFT strike. LaFontaine recalled he said to them: “‘I don’t
know. I can’t tell you people what to do. You will have to make that decision yourself. I’ll tell
you what I am going to do. I’m going to come here on Tuesday morning and I’m going to open
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the school, and let everybody in, and if I have to run the school by myself, I’m going to do that.’
The teachers said, ‘We worked too hard to set this thing up. We’re coming.’” Although the
community was not sure if the school would open, the entire staff came to work the following
Tuesday morning, September 3rd, making P.S. 25 one of the only schools in the City of New
York to open with full teacher participation on that day. This defiance amounted to a strong
rebuke of the UFT and its position in opposition to community control, demonstrating in a
dramatic fashion that the new bilingual school stood with the community and not with the union.
P.S. 25’s direct rejection of the UFT’s strike on its opening day did not go unnoticed. On
the second day of school, Wednesday September 4th, there were pickets set up all around the
school. None of the picketing teachers were from P.S. 25. LaFontaine went to the picketers and
said, “We’re not involved. We’re not on strike. Leave us alone.” When they refused to leave,
he turned to his ace in the hole, Evelina Antonetty. He called her at United Bronx Parents and
said, “You’ve got to help me out. These people are really getting in the way. The kids, the
parents are afraid to cross the line with them there.” She replied, “Don’t worry. I’ll go down
and send some people.” The next day she showed up with a bunch of UBP activists. She went
up to a teacher and said, “You’re in front of the school. You’re teaching at this school?” The
teacher responded, “No, I’m picketing.” She then said to him, “You have no right. Get the hell
out of here.” The teachers left quickly but the union called the police. Evelina Antonetty was
arrested and taken downtown. Within two days, although the strike persisted in schools
throughout New York City, all of the pickets were gone from P.S. 25. And they never returned
(Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 13, 2013; Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, November 8, 2014).
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Although young and inexperienced, the new teachers at the school shared a commitment
to P.S. 25’s founding ideal to be a community school (Nieto, 2015). This commitment became
readily visible to the community when during the teachers’ strike P.S. 25 teachers continued
coming to work, whereas the old P.S. 25, now called P.S. 161, Juán Ponce de León, housed in a
new building a couple of blocks away, remained closed. The fact that the administrators and
teachers stood with the community over the teachers’ union during the strike solidified the
relationship between the school and the community. Lorraine Montenegro, who worked with her
mother Evelina Antonetty at United Bronx Parents, recalls, “I remember very well … that P.S.
25 and Morris High School stayed open during that strike. So any of the kids, we would send
kids over to these schools” (Lorraine Montenegro, personal communication, July 21, 2015).
P.S. 25’s decision to prioritize its students rather than the teachers’ union raised its status
in the eyes of Puerto Ricans and others throughout the city who wanted to see the bilingual
education experiment succeed. Carmen Pérez-Hogan, who would become President of the
Puerto Rican Educators Association, President of NYS TESOL and President of the National
Association of Bilingual Education (NABE) as well as director of New York State’s Office of
Bilingual Education from 1978-2005 recalls: “Shanker hated Puerto Ricans. I saw Shanker as
the worst enemy, and he always continued to be that for me. LaFontaine had just opened up the
school and his teachers were not on strike. So during the strike, I travelled from Brooklyn to the
Bronx to teach at P.S. 25 (Carmen Pérez-Hogan, personal communication, April 5, 2012).
Within a short time, the UFT threw a new obstacle in the school’s way. About two
weeks after the picketers had appeared in front of the school, LaFontaine came in one morning to
find a couple of teachers standing outside. He asked them what they were doing there, and they
explained that they could not get in because the front door was locked. When LaFontaine asked
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how that could be, they responded that the janitor did not want to open it. In fact, on October 18,
1968, the custodians union had gone on strike in support of the UFT. LaFontaine called up to the
custodian, “John, what is going on here? You know we’re not involved with this. Open the
school up.” He said, ‘Nah, I can’t.’ Well, the Custodian Union is acting now in support of the
Teacher’s Union. So, we’re not opening the building.” LaFontaine said, “I’m the principal of
the school. I’m giving you a direct order to open the door.” “No. Sorry,” he said (Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, June 30, 2016).
LaFontaine walked around the building and Richard Font and Freebbie Rivera (two P.S.
25 teachers) gave him a boost over the fence that surrounded the school (Hernán LaFontaine,
personal communication, October 27, 2014). While he was up in the air about to jump over the
fence, a police car pulled up. They said, “What are you doing here?” He said, “I’m getting into
the building.” They said, “You can’t do that.” “Why not?” he replied. “Only the principal can
go into the building.” “I am the principal.” They said “Holy Christ.” He then proceeded to
break a window on the lower level, enter the building and open the door. When everybody came
in, the custodian was angry. He couldn’t believe it. LaFontaine said to him, “You’re going to
tell me it’s illegal? I’m the principal of the school.”
Determined to keep the school running and not to lose any more school time, LaFontaine
and the teachers decided to take some dramatic action. Some teachers including Richard Font,
Freebbie Rivera, Tony Amada, and others decided to sleep in the building overnight as long as
necessary to prevent a reoccurrence of the previous incident. Some supporters of the bilingual
education experiment such as Awilda Orta and Sonia Rivera also came and would stay for hours
after the end of the school day. As it turned out, they ended up staying overnight for the rest of
the week and then another two or three nights the following week. “That convinced the
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custodian we weren’t going to accept that nonsense” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, June 30, 2016).
But that did not end the custodian’s attempts at sabotage to prevent the school from
operating. Two days later, with all the children and staff present and the school in full operation,
a power outage occurred at the school. LaFontaine went down and began to look around the
basement. The school was so old that it still had the original coal furnaces. Finally, he found the
fuse box, but since he was not an electrician, he could not determine what was wrong. So again,
he called United Bronx Parents and said, “Can you get me an electrician? And I don’t have any
money for this.” They said, “Don’t worry.” Within short order, Antonetty sent over a local
electrician. When the man came over and inspected, he figured it out. He said, “No wonder.
Your fuses are missing.” “What the hell are we going to do?” asked LaFontaine. He said, “I’m
going to get you some fuses.” UBP paid for the fuses and the electrician put them in. But
LaFontaine worried that if they put them in and left them there overnight the custodian would
take them out again. So, at the end of the day, he took home two fuses, Muriel Pagan took two
fuses home with her, and someone else took two fuses. LaFontaine again went to the custodian.
He said, “John, if I could fire you, I would fire you. So, you just keep doing your work.” The
custodian tried to become LaFontaine’s friend after that but Hernán said, “No way” (personal
communication, June 30, 2016).
That night LaFontaine went to Fordham for one of his classes. The topic of the class was
issues they were facing in their school as an intern. When it came to his turn he said, “Wait a
minute. Just a minute. Do you know what this is?” Fuses were larger back then, about two feet
long. They said, “What the hell is that?” He replied, “This is a fuse. This comes from the power
box in my school.” This unusual show-and-tell incident demonstrates the unique challenges that
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LaFontaine faced as a principal trying to establish a community school in the midst of the anticommunity control hysteria gripping the official school system in 1968.
LaFontaine had again succeeded in keeping the school running during the teachers’
strike. And he was not able to discipline the custodian who had committed the sabotage because
he went to his union for backing. A remarkable and unacknowledged feature of P.S. 25 is that it
was a community school that survived just as official community control experiments in other
parts of the city were being destroyed by the teachers’ strike.
Conclusion
Hernán LaFontaine was a product of his time whose proven leadership talent led the
Puerto Rican community in the South Bronx to choose him as the person to realize its
educational aspirations. In creating a school that provided a developmental bilingual and
multicultural curriculum for its Puerto Rican and African American students, P.S. 25 forged a
new model of education based on sound theory that was revolutionary for its time and even so by
today’s standards. The model was innovative because it rejected the assimilationist standard and
declared that students did not need to forego mastery of their native language as they acquired a
new one. Its inclusion of parents as part of the fabric of the school answered the call of the
community control movement.
In order to understand the significance of the school, one must understand the very
volatile situation in which it was founded and the anti-community control hysteria gripping the
school system in 1968. P.S. 25 bucked the anti-community control trend when it opened its
doors in September 1968. Schools in the experimental districts attempted to challenge the
seniority system in hiring to employ a more diverse staff, reflective of their student bodies. This
small rebuke to protocol in one district brought a nuclear response, with the UFT shutting down
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the entire school system in a show of force to allegedly preserve the seniority system. Within
this context, one cannot minimize the significance of LaFontaine successfully bypassing the
seniority system in hiring the staff of his choosing, a bilingual one. His precedent helped set the
terms for the future hiring of bilingual personnel in the New York City school system, even
though Shanker was none too happy about it. The Bilingual School was one communitycentered school born in 1968 which the UFT did not destroy, in contrast to the experimental
school districts.
P.S. 25 became the first public school in New York City to implement Spanish-English
bilingual education on a school-wide basis. Although not part of the official community control
experimental districts, it carried out practices that were first introduced and advocated by the
community control movement, including bilingual education. The untold story of P.S. 25 forms
a counter narrative to the official account of the failure of community control. It provides an
example of what schools would have looked like if community control had prevailed.
In the next chapter we will see how P.S. 25 was also a beneficiary of the War on Poverty’s
educational component, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). In addition, we
will see that while P.S. 25 faithfully reflected a community’s vision of how best to educate its
children, top-down education policies prevented the model from being replicated on any largescale basis.
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Chapter 5: P.S. 25: The Shape of Title VII
on the Ground in the South Bronx

Introduction
This chapter will outline some of the initiatives that War on Poverty funding allowed P.S.
25 to undertake. In providing jobs for Spanish-speaking bilinguals using War on Poverty
program monies, P.S. 25 achieved the War on Poverty’s goal of cutting unemployment and
providing jobs for the poor and minorities. The government provided the funds that allowed for
many of P.S. 25’s innovations and contributions to the field of bilingual education.
Governmental financial support permitted P.S. 25 to forge a new education model for an innercity minority community, one I label as a “Latino Bilingual/Bicultural Community School.”
During the first year of its existence, P.S. 25 depended entirely on financing from the
New York City Board of Education. Fortunately, the timing of its opening allowed the school to
avail itself of Title VII funding which first became available in 1969. The school became one of
the first projects in the country to benefit from Title VII. LaFontaine had aggressively sought
this money to assist in implementing initiatives for the school. As soon as the federal guidelines
for applications for Title VII became available around November 1968, he sent in a proposal to
implement additional new programs. A nationally known and respected figure who had lobbied
for bilingual education in Washington, DC, LaFontaine was well-positioned to win grants.
Before Title VII, funding was available under Title I of the ESEA, conceived as part of the War
on Poverty. Title I provides money to schools in districts with a high percentage of students
from low-income families, first passed as a provision of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act in 1965.
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Teacher Training Before School Opening
In preparation for the start of the new bilingual school, LaFontaine arranged for all of his
future teachers and staff to attend an intensive training at the end of August for two weeks. Such
training was a luxury that most principals did not have; at most, teachers came in one to three
days before the start of the semester in September. In order to finance the training, LaFontaine
applied for Title I funding, since Title VII money was not yet available. Not only did the new
administrators have to conceive of the shape bilingual education would take, they had to train
teachers. None of the new teachers had any experience teaching bilingual education nor
understood fully what it was. Even two weeks were clearly insufficient to conduct such an
intensive training program, so additional in-service trainings were scheduled throughout the
school year. Title I funds helped pay for these as well. Usually they consisted of a weekly afterschool workshop led by one of the assistant principals (LaFontaine, 1969).
Commenting on the importance of the approval of the Title I funding to train his new
teachers, LaFontaine said:
So at the beginning, …it was important that we were able to get the federal
money… we got maybe $150,000…We developed a program – a teacher
training…I wanted something to be established which could be permanent. But
the background of the whole thing was to legitimize everything that we were
doing (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 10, 2013.)
Although all of the new staff had expressed a great interest in the particular educational
philosophy of the school, none of them were familiar with its theoretical underpinnings or how it
would actually function in practice. The in-service training was therefore indispensable.
LaFontaine and Pagán used the time to present their model to the teachers so they could see how
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bilingual education would operate in the new school (Liem, 1971; LaFontaine, 1969; Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, August 4, 2015; Muriel Pagán, personal communication,
May 8, 2013). The training was a two-way process that involved a lot of discussion, including
about how the model could be improved. In addition to reviewing the literature on the rationale
for bilingual education, teachers studied related programs taking place around the country and
the world, and discussed various possible approaches to implementing the program at P.S. 25.
Gladys Correa, LaFontaine’s sister, came in to give a group sensitivity training, since as
LaFontaine explained: “That was her schtick” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication,
August 4, 2015).
One of the key concepts that LaFontaine and his team conveyed during the training was
the importance of using Spanish to promote positive self-perception among the students: “They
not only can use their language to communicate, they get to see that their language is not
inferior. [This is in comparison] to other schools where they’re told they can’t use their
language” (LaFontaine, New York Illustrated, n.d.). After teaching at the Bilingual School,
Sonia Nieto agreed: “All the experiences they have in Spanish…affect their attitude towards
school and their background. They can be proud of their school and community” (Nieto, New
York Illustrated, n.d.). Teri Seda, a mother active in the Parents association whose son Chris
attended the Bilingual School, agreed with the school’s philosophy of instruction in two
languages: “It will make them feel proud” (Seda, New York Illustrated, n.d.).
Muriel Pagán recalls conducting a little workshop during the training for early childhood
teachers. She began to sing a nursery song in Spanish, and the teachers who had been recruited
from Puerto Rico said, “That’s not the song. That’s not the way you sing it, those are not the
words.” (Muriel Pagán, personal communication, May 8, 2013). The cultural differences
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between Puerto Rican teachers raised on the island and those raised in New York City became
evident very early in the life of the Bilingual School.
Parental Involvement at P.S. 25
While applying for the grant to train the teachers before the school opened in September
1968, LaFontaine also requested money to train the parents. After the teachers finished their
training prior to the opening of the school, parents came in for five days of training as well. This
training prepared them to understand the educational philosophy of the school and to take an
active role in the education of their children. LaFontaine says, “The training for parents was a
condensed version of the same training we had given to the teachers” (Hernán LaFontaine,
personal communication, October 27, 2014). Members of UBP were there and participated
along with other parents.
In addition to the activities that the school and teachers planned for the parents, parents
themselves were encouraged to organize and become active in the life of the school. A Parents
Association formed and held regular meetings. Debunking the myth that parents in inner city
neighborhoods are not interested in participating in their children’s schools, LaFontaine actively
courted the parents and succeeded in getting them to play a key role in the school. In a display
of the importance of their participation in the school, LaFontaine had a big classroom right next
to his own office converted into a parents’ room. The spatial relations of the principal’s office
and that of the parents physically manifest the parents’ symbolic space in the school. While he
could have set up a room for the parents in the basement or a broom closet, LaFontaine chose to
locate their office immediately adjacent to his own. Through the choice of space, LaFontaine
visibly communicated that parents’ authority in the school was on a par with his. Of the parents’
room and its significance Sonia Nieto notes, “There was a parent lounge-formerly a classroom-
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right next to Hernán’s office, a clear indication of the prominence parents had in the school.
They were welcome to come and relax, read, learn crafts, attend workshops on advocacy or
English, and join in a host of other activities” (2015, p. 157).
But commitment to parents and families and efforts to cultivate involvement went much
deeper at the school than just letting them have their own office. Parents were welcome to come
in and out of the school at any time of the day without an appointment. They were also invited
to volunteer in classrooms. Teachers regularly conducted home visits, cultivating relationships
with students and their families which deepened respect and understanding among all parties.
Discussing her visits to students’ homes, Sonia Nieto remembers, “I was always received
with great respect, even reverence. I was in awe of my students’ lives and the responsibilities
they assumed or were given at such tender ages. One of my students, all of nine years old, not
only took care of her younger siblings after school but also prepared dinner for the family every
night” (2015, p. 157). Families learned that the P.S. 25 community cared about them and that the
school was a safe place where they were always welcome. Migdalia Romero, a founding teacher
at P.S. 25, and future Chair of the Curriculum and Teaching Department at Hunter College
remembers:
The goal was to involve parents. He [LaFontaine] put a lot of emphasis on parental
involvement….I remember teachers giving workshops to parents. I remember parents
giving workshops to other parents…I remember one class, it must have been a fourth
grade class, looking out the window and seeing this empty lot, and with all kinds of junk
in it. Well they organized some kind of campaign to get that lot cleaned up. And they
did! The kids, the parents and the teachers. They were active…They did some
wonderful things (personal communication, October 7, 2015.)
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In contrast to other schools that gave lip service to parental involvement, P.S. 25 built
regular parental engagement and input into the daily life of the school. LaFontaine thus
embraced and implemented a key demand of the community control movement. This
understanding that they were welcome and formed an integral part of the school community bred
a culture of parental interaction with the school on multiple levels. LaFontaine describes his
informal and effective system to communicate with parents during the school day:
Any time we wanted to talk about anything, at entrance time I could go out in the
yard and say, ‘Buenos días. Listen. This morning I wanted to talk to you about a
couple of things, so please, as soon as the kids go up would you come into the
parents’ room?’ And I had fifty parents. When people said to me, in other
schools, “Well, the parents don’t come, it’s hard to have a meeting, you can’t get
them” –well, yeah, if you tell them they’ve got to come at night at 7:00 in the
Bronx…it’s not that easy. I had meetings all the time (Hernán LaFontaine,
personal communication, January 10, 2013.)
The Parents Association (PA) played an effective and autonomous role in the school
including choosing events and speakers. One letter, from the president of the Parents
Association, Teri Seda, written in the spring of 1970 in English and Spanish, gave an indication
of the topics and speakers of interest to the parents at that time:
Dear Parents,
Since it is our last Parents Association meeting for the school year, we will have
two special presentations. The first will be a guest speaker from the Young Lords
Society, Mr. Carlos Aponte. He will present some information on the war
situation. In order to help you know the candidates that are running for Congress,
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we also invited all of the candidates that are running to present their platform,
Ramón Vélez, Herman Badillo, Father Louis Gigante. It will be an interesting
meeting. (Seda, No Date).
The affinity between P.S. 25 and the Young Lords was natural, since they both arose
from the movement for Puerto Rican empowerment in the late 1960s and shared similar
educational goals. The founding mother of the school, Evelina Antonetty, was also a symbolic
godmother to the newly-formed Young Lords Party (YLP). The program described in the above
letter also indicates the openness of the school administration to encouraging political education
among the parents, not just regarding the affairs of the school but in the larger issues of the
surrounding community and society. The Parents Association’s choice of guests demonstrates a
sophistication about the current events of the day and a desire to engage in the political process,
since the June 1970 Democratic Primary for the 15th Congressional District representing the
South Bronx was approaching. The parent programs became an important component of the
school, with a great majority of the parents eager to participate and contribute to the school.
Evelyn Colón, a young teacher from New York City and Hernán LaFontaine’s future
wife, after teaching a first-grade class during the 1968-1969 school year, became the Early
Childhood Coordinator and directed parental participation from 1969-1970. Part of Colón’s job
was carrying out LaFontaine’s vision of having parental involvement as an integral component
of the school. She helped organize programs and workshops for parents together with Maria
Nieves, a paraprofessional who took on the new position of Family Assistant. Nieves, who lived
right around the corner from the school, was permanently assigned to oversee the parents’ room.
Although she had a limited education, Nieves possessed many leadership qualities. Colón
describes the special relationship she had with Nieves: “Maria started out as my para in my first
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grade class. We were very close. She was my ‘mother’” (personal communication, October 27,
2014). Parents were welcome to use the room at any time during the school day to meet and
plan, and workshops and activities were held for parents, who came all day long, every day. The
room had a little kitchen, and there was always something to eat. The school provided coffee in
the morning, and the parents would bring the food. P.S. 25 developed a strong and
comprehensive program for parents, unparalleled in the school system. Of their parental
program, LaFontaine notes: “We had an open-door policy and there developed a group of parents
who came in every day.” Colón added, “And then that spread. I mean they would have friends
that would come. Parents knew that…if they had an issue, if they had a question, that they could
come and they would be welcomed” (Evelyn Colón, personal communication, October 27, 2014;
Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014).
The parents’ room served to facilitate communication between the parents and the school,
giving parents a platform to express their grievances, big and small. Through this informal
process, misunderstandings were resolved. When the parents saw Evelyn Colón, they could
bring to her attention concerns they had about teachers, and Colón in turn could raise their issues
with the teachers. The parents, in a show of appreciation of the teachers, would put together big
lunches in the parents’ room on special occasions, and teachers would come down during their
lunch or prep periods to participate in the celebration.
Often teachers were asked to teach classes for parents, for which they did not receive any
extra money (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 10, 2013). In keeping with
the bilingual nature of the school, classes were taught in English and Spanish. Osvaldo Martín,
the art teacher, gave a workshop for parents entitled, “How Do Children Learn Art?” Teachers
volunteered to teach English as a Second Language classes for the parents during the day
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(Evelyn Colón, personal communication, October 27, 2014; Muriel Pagán, personal
communication, April 8, 2013). Sometimes it was suggested to parents that they learn to read
and write in Spanish before enrolling in the ESL classes (von Maltitz, 1975). And in keeping
with the multicultural ethos of the school, teachers developed classes for parents such as
“Learning Black History and Culture” and “Learning Puerto Rican History and Culture” (Evelyn
Colón, personal communication, January 10, 2013). Activities such as sewing and knitting
classes were also always available for the parents. The school nurse even participated by giving
a workshop on health.
P.S. 25 was not only a unique experimental training ground for teachers, administrators
and students, it was also a laboratory for developing parental leadership skills that produced
community educational leaders. LaFontaine discussed what he remembers as one of the most
important achievements in parental participation at P.S. 25:
(T)here was one lady, Ramonita Ortíz, that was so shy and timid, oh my God. She had
two sons in the school. She was even embarrassed sometimes to come into the parents’
room…In the next five years, she not only participated in things, but kept going until
finally she joined the Parents Committee board as an officer....Eventually she became a
member of the board at District 7. I consider that one of our greatest successes…And
there were so many stories like that (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication,
January 10, 2013.)
LaFontaine described the scope and success of the parent involvement and responsibility
in the school:
I’ve never been in such a good situation where parents were around all the time…They
had their office [right] next door. We formalized it so that we had workshops every
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Wednesday morning. We had speakers come speak to the parents, sessions on: What do
teachers teach in kindergarten? How do you do x? What is this bilingual thing?...We had
things about their home life - how to give kids help at home, how to treat kids at home,
every semester we had a seminar from Planned Parenthood. We brought people from
outside. If the guidance counselor wanted to do something then he went for it, or if the
art teacher wanted to explain how art class was more than just play…. And those were
really really successful…And that was a time when we…certainly never (had) security
officers. But the parents knew what was going on in the building at all times. If someone
came in the side door, we’d know about it immediately. The security was our own
parents. That was amazing (personal communication, August 4, 2015).
David Levy, Executive Assistant first to District Superintendent Friedman and then to
District Superintendent Rodriguez reaffirms LaFontaine’s assessment of the success of parental
inclusion at the school: “P.S. 25 was a model. It was a very welcoming place. The school had a
wonderful reputation. Parents were very attached and loved and appreciated the school. Parents
were very much part of the decision-making process at P.S. 25. Whenever I was there, I
encountered a wholesome, happy, healthy environment” (David Levy, personal communication,
April 6, 2014).
School as Family and Community
Something special happened when the founding administrators and teachers, committed
to putting forth a new vision of education, labored for this vision in partnership with the
community. The school served as an inspiration, turning point and shaper of their lives. In their
shared commitment and pursuit of a common ideal, bonding occurred. They knew they were on
the cusp of creating a new institutional paradigm that broke with the prevailing white middle-
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class educational values and priorities. The new “Latino bilingual/bicultural community school”
emerged from their project, one that privileged and recreated the Latino valuing of “family” in
relationships at every level. Mario Pecunia recalls, “It was an unbelievable experience teaching
there. It was like a family. You worked very hard. It was very demanding. But you felt like
people cared about you” (Mario Pecunia, personal communication, August 21, 2013). “We
presented at conferences together. We did PD [professional development] together…It was a
family and a community….It was a model,” states Migdalia Romero (Migdalia Romero, personal
communication, October 7, 2015). When Luis Cartagena (who later went on to be the second
principal of P.S. 25) first came to the school as a teacher from Puerto Rico, he had nowhere to go
for Thanksgiving, so Sonia Nieto invited him to her parents’ house (Sonia Nieto, personal
communication, March 14, 2015; Lydia Cortéz, personal communication, July 24, 2013).22
Relationships blossomed between parents and teachers as a result of the warm welcome
parents received at P.S. 25 and its enriching educational environment. Parents were overjoyed
that they were invited to become involved in the school and that their children were learning and
happy to go to school. Reflecting on the parents’ relationship with the school, one teacher,
Freebbie Rivera, observes, “A parent would say, ‘I’m having a party at my house around the
corner. Why don’t you come?’…. Sometimes they would bring you something to eat for lunch.
There was nothing romantic involved. We were just very friendly….So parents came in when
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Lydia Cortéz, Sonia Nieto’s sister, notes of Cartagena’s visit to her parents’ house that Thanksgiving, “He was
just as charming as ever back then” (Personal communication, Lydia Cortéz, July 24, 2013). Cortéz also had a
distinguished career in bilingual education. She worked for Hernán LaFontaine in the office of Bilingual Education
at the Central Board of Education before getting a master’s degree at Fordham University in Bilingual Special
Education. After completing her master’s, she returned to the Board of Education, eventually working in the Office
of Special Education with Lillian Hernández.
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we had student shows, and made presentations themselves” (Freebbie Rivera, personal
communication, December 12, 2016).
Rivera recollects that when he asked one of the mothers where he could bring his shirts to
get cleaned and pressed, she replied “Bring them to me.” Thereafter, he brought her his laundry
and she cleaned and ironed it for him. Rivera recalls a time he planned a lesson which included
parent participation: “One time I did a (language) lesson… I believed in doing real stuff. It was
a monolingual class and I was teaching them Spanish. I wanted to teach them about setting the
table – forks, knives, napkins – vocabulary they could use at home that would be meaningful for
them. I prepared bacalao salad with avocado. And then I got the idea to involve the parents. So
I called the parents and invited them to come in and bring food for the lesson and afterwards
we’d have lunch…[The children] were doing it in Spanish so they were learning….We did that a
lot” (Freebbie Rivera, personal communication, December 12, 2016).
The high degree of parental participation and cohesiveness at P.S. 25 stemmed from the
philosophy and openness of the founding principal, Hernán LaFontaine, and was deepened even
more by his successor, Luis Cartagena. It also derived in no small part from the commitment to
bilingualism at the school, so that any parent, no matter his or her level of proficiency in English,
could participate fully in the life of the school. In a realization of one of the goals of the
community control movement, parents clearly felt welcome because they were actively made to
feel welcome. They felt at ease with teachers and staff from the same ethnic background who
looked like them and spoke their language. Teachers and administrators could communicate
perfectly with the Puerto Rican parents who constituted the majority of parents at the school.
This communication facilitated one of LaFontaine’s chief visions: of creating a true community
school with maximum parent participation. It enabled a relationship in which educators included
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parents to such an extent that they felt like true partners in their children’s education. In so
doing, the administration and educators at P.S. 25 reconceived the traditional relationship of the
school and the community it served. The school provided an innovative redefinition of how
parents can interact with their children’s school, and a contrast to the unequal power structure
that typically prevails between minority communities and the institutions that serve them. This
commitment to empowerment marked an important step in dismantling institutional racism and
establishing what Cummins (1989) refers to as “anti-racist education.”
Cummins asserts that when such inclusion occurs, “parents appear to develop a sense of
efficacy that communicates itself to children with positive academic consequences” (p. 62). This
phenomenon most certainly occurred at P.S. 25, where programs were designed to empower
parents and teach them how to assist in their children’s education. Literature on academic
achievement of Puerto Rican and Latina/o students reaffirms the validity of P.S. 25’s approach:
supportive family members, especially mothers and grandmothers, can foster high student
achievement (Gándara, 1995; Hidalgo, 2000).
Sonia Nieto notes that with students seeing their parents forming part of the school fabric,
“all kids felt that they belonged” (personal communication, March 14, 2015). The model of
parental inclusion that P.S. 25 established broke the pattern set in virtually all New York City
public schools before, and indeed, ever since. It proved what researchers have long known: that
most parents of minority children hold high academic Aspirations for their children and want to
support their academic progress (Zentella, 2005).
The positive attitude among the staff and parents inevitably transferred to the students.
Evelina Antonetty’s grandson, Joe Conzo, who attended P.S. 25 for three years in fourth, fifth
and sixth grades recalls, “P.S. 25 was awesome. I just had some good times there” (personal
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communication, Joe Conzo, May 11, 2017). He appreciates the bilingual/bicultural education he
received there: “Every morning there was an assembly with the pledge of allegiance and we’d
also sing La Borinqueña.”23 He notes that the formal introduction to Spanish he received at the
school stuck with him and helped him in his career. Every time he runs into his former teacher,
Madeline Zayas, he gives her a big hug because of the positive role she played in his life. In
particular, he credits her with helping him overcome his fear of public speaking: “I was the class
valedictorian. It was the first time I got to talk in front of a crowd of people. Madeline Zayas
told me not to look directly at the people but to look at something like the clock on the wall” (Joe
Conzo, personal communication, May 11, 2017).
The sense of family and community characterized the school and its philosophy: “We all
had a love and belief in bilingual education, so we were a very tight group…It was a group that
was very close, that believed wholeheartedly in the concept of bilingual education, not only
Spanish people learning English but English-dominant children learning Spanish” (Freebbie
Rivera, personal communication, December 12, 2016). The teachers knew that they were
pioneers involved in something very special, and their common goal of educating the children of
the South Bronx bound them together. “There was a philosophy that you were part of a
community and you all shared the same goal of supporting your students. That was the school’s
philosophy: maintenance bilingual education. The goal was to help them succeed in both
languages” (Migdalia Romero, personal communication, October 7, 2015). Freebbie Rivera
comments, “We had something we believed in as a group, not as individuals, and we were in it
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La Borinqueña is the national anthem of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico.
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together. Fortunately, we liked each other. We were friends, colleagues, teachers and
sometimes many other things” (Freebbie Rivera, personal communication, December 12, 2016).
The students shared in this sense of being part of something new and special (Nieto,
2015). Former student Enrique Godreau remembers, “The teachers really enjoyed and
appreciated being there and they let us know. They helped reinforce the notion that this was a
special place. They would tell us: ‘You’re really lucky to be learning in English and español.’
Also, there sure were a lot of visitors coming through our classroom. There was a lot of pride.
Students had a sense they were part of a cutting edge experiment. Listening to the parents talk
‘Ay que bueno que está esta escuela aquí porque si no, no sé que haría.’ There was a lot of talk
of preserving the culture. That was really valued by students just arriving from Puerto Rico”
(Enrique Godreau, personal communication, May 16, 2017).
Founding teachers’ and administrators’ comments best capture the experience of what it
was like to be a part of P.S. 25 in its initial years: “In many other schools they were cliquish. At
P.S. 25 we were all one. We respected each other. We all believed that children should get the
best education you can get and we were learning” (Freebbie, Rivera, personal communication,
December 12, 2016). A collaborative ethos prevailed among the teachers and staff, who always
helped each other professionally and personally. Migdalia Romero reminisces, “To give you an
example of this camaraderie that developed in that class (at NYU) because we all knew each
other so well, I would bring my daughter. She was like two, three, four years old. If she got a
little fidgety somebody would go out and entertain her. I would take notes. We would share. It
was community all around (Migdalia Romero, personal communication, October 7, 2015).
Freebbie Rivera recalls: “Whatever needed to be done we could always count on each other for
support” (Freebbie Rivera, personal communication, December 12, 2016).
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Migdalia Romero emphasizes the role of Hernán LaFontaine in building the camaraderie
among staff:
LaFontaine did much to promote the camaraderie and cohesion of the staff:
One of the things that I remember about Hernán was that he tried to establish a sense of
community… And he did it in a variety of ways. One of them was parties…[H]e would
invite staff, he would invite teachers, and you know, the administration, they all
intermingled….We were all into salsa, and into Latin music. That was one of the things
he did to establish a sense of community. And I think the other thing he did, I don’t
know that he did it or the teachers pooled themselves together, I remember them putting
on a play. And my friend Socorro…was the “madre,” She had some crazy name, like
“Doña Chancletas” or something. And they had children in the play and parents in the
play and the teachers. And all in Spanish. And even, I remember John Crawford was
one of the teachers, an Anglo who spoke Spanish well….It was hilarious.…But we did
lots of things that established a sense of community, supporting each other….To have
teachers on stage…acting ridiculous, and having parents with them was such a sense of
community....That’s the way the school was. People liked each other (Migdalia Romero,
personal communication, October 7, 2015.)
Another teacher socialization ritual that continued from Hernán LaFontaine’s through
Luis Cartagena’s time at the school were viernes sociales or social Fridays. The teachers would
gather at The Executive Lounge on Courtlandt Avenue and 149th Street to drink and talk,
“among other things,” as one teacher put it. At these gatherings, José Serrano explained, “There
was always a conversation about how to better the school…AND how to convince parents
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against the opposition, that teaching in two languages was not going to hurt their child” (personal
communication, March 29, 2016).
Other collaborative activities between teachers and parents also strengthened
relationships. Migdalia Romero recalls: “I remember teachers putting on a sale. They brought
in their clothes, or their shoes. Whatever it was. A fleamarket kind of thing. And parents set it
out. And they were selling. And they would do bake sales. They would do anything to raise
funds, or just to get teachers working with parents. And bringing in food. Luisito (Cartagena)
especially worked on that end. Family and community are two very important words that
characterize the school and its philosophy” (Migdalia Romero, personal communication, October
7, 2015). Luis Cartagena remembers that parents continually brought in food for the
administrators and teachers: “‘Oh, Mr. Cartagena. Traigo pasteles.’ I was eating, eating, eating
and I gained a lot of weight” (Luis Cartagena, personal communication, April 8, 2013).
The commitment and closeness at the school extended to the relationships of teachers and
their students. Because of their care for the well-being and education of their students, teachers
went above and beyond the requirements of the job. In order to broaden their students’
experiences and make them feel important, the teachers planned weekend activities for them:
“(O)n Saturdays we would take the troublemakers. On Pelham Parkway there used to be
horseback riding. And we would take a group of kids horseback riding, or we would invite them
to our homes and have lunch for them. Because we wanted to have them do different things and
see a different life. You can’t do that anymore. If you do that, oh my God, you’d probably get
written up in the paper: ‘Teacher has kids in her home.’ It was a whole different kind of thing.
And the involvement was different….Because some of them never left that neighborhood
(Nadine Soria, personal communication, May 8, 2013).
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The literature on school success validates many of the dynamics that occurred at P.S. 25.
An important characteristic of successful schools is the creation of a supportive community of
teachers, students and parents (Semel & Sadovnik, 2008). Researchers affirm that it is precisely
the type of “authentic caring” that existed at P.S. 25 that can inspire Latino students to engage in
school (Rolón-Dow, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999). Furthermore, such positive relationships have
been shown to be a key ingredient of achievement for Latino students (Suárez-Orozco, SuárezOrozco & Todorova, 2008).
The sense of community created at P.S. 25 stayed with students and teachers after they
left the school, even ones who made mistakes later in life. Enrique Godreau states, “I still know
about half –three quarters of my class. We formed very strong bonds and relationships. It was a
great experience” (Enrique Godreau, personal communication, May 16, 2017). Nadine Soria24
recalled one student in particular: “He’s a grown man, he’s from the neighborhood…But, you
know, he sold drugs, he went to jail, he came back, he had his kids and his kids are now in the
school. And he came in. I hadn’t seen him for a while….And it’s almost like they become little
kids again. It doesn’t matter if they’ve been involved in all kinds of things. But you know what?
You’re not afraid of them. You’re a part of that community. And he came and he says, “Oh
Miss (Soria), I remember [when we went horseback riding]” (Nadine Soria, personal
communication, May 8, 2013).
As a group, the staff members of P.S. 25 would go on outings together – canoeing,
rafting, to the beach, and always as a group. These trips bonded the staff even more (Evelyn
Colón, personal communication, November 3, 2016; Hernán LaFontaine, personal
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communication, November 3, 2016; Freebbie Rivera, December 12, 2016). In one teacher’s
recollection, “It was energetic, it was explosive, we were involved with the community. Most of
the time it wasn’t our job, it was our passion. Something we believed in, we woke up wanting to
be at the job, wanting to be at the school. People didn’t leave at 3:00. Even if we had to sit
around with each other and pick our own brains. We would stay until 4:00, 5:00, 6:00. It was
part of team building” (Dahlia Tully, personal communication, May 8, 2013).
The teachers were so dedicated that they would lose track of time. Gates were closed at
6:00, and once one teacher, Lourdes Longobardo, forgot to leave. She had to open her windows
and yell to kids ‘get help.’ They called the fire department to get her out (Nadine Soria, personal
communication, May 8, 2013; Dahlia Tully, personal communication, May 8, 2013). The school
staff forged unique bonds with each other irregardless of rank that also tied them to the
community at large. Says one teacher, “We participated in just about everything because we
were part of the community. We had people, for example, one of our paras that worked with us,
was Joe Serrano. He was part of us. And even Carmen Arroyo was there as a Parent
Coordinator. Evelina Antonetty was coming down the pike with us. Teachers, community
members, parents…Even the custodian helper, Alma, was part of us. There was no
differentiation – we were all a family” (Freebbie Rivera, personal communication, December 12,
2016).
Luis Cartagena remembers a custodian: “Giovennetti. He was a beautiful man. He was
a custodian. He thought he was a teacher” (Luis Cartagena, personal communication, April 8,
2013). And Muriel Pagán adds: “The custodial staff was really part of the staff. That’s the way
they were treated and that’s the way they treated everybody else…It felt like one big family at
the school” (Muriel Pagán, personal communication, April 8, 2017). The sense of being a family
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with differences was captured by Evelyn Colón, who said: “It was a family. We were young,
we were very idealistic. We knew that this was very innovative and very different and a very
young staff, recruited from Puerto Rico, but also from the New York area. We were not all
Latinos. I mean, we had non-Latinos in the school who were bilingual and we were, it was a
family. It really was” (Evelyn Colón, personal communication, January 10, 2013). The quality
of relationships cultivated at P.S. 25 led to a dynamic, positive environment for all involved. As
Freebbie Rivera describes, “Teaching was a joy, not a job” (Freebbie Rivera, personal
communication, December 12, 2016).
With such energy and closeness among the staff, it is no surprise that many couples
emerged from P.S. 25. Many of the early staff recall that there was a lot of dating going on, and
many ended up marrying. “There was a lot of going out together. We were young!...Some of us
were older than others, but we were all beginning, and having the same goals and dedication tied
us together” (Freebbie Rivera, personal communication, December 12, 2016). Migdalia Romero
remembers, “There was a lot going on behind the scenes,” (Migdalia Romero, personal
communication, October 7, 2015). Luis Cartagena jokes, “One year we had fourteen marriages
of teachers. As soon as I walked in to a wedding I had to change my shirt and go to another”
(Luis Cartagena, personal communication, April 8, 2013).
The special camaraderie that existed among the creative, passionate and dedicated people
who founded P.S. 25 remains such that even today, former administrators and teachers keep in
touch with each other. A group of retired teachers from P.S. 25 still gets together for lunch once
a week. Richard Font, who lives in Atlanta now, is still best friends with Freebbie Rivera.
Sandy Becker, Madeline Zayas, Linda Falcón and Dahlia Tully all remain close, as do many
other people who met at the school. For many years, Luis Cartagena would invite staff over to
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his home on October 17th, his birthday. He did not tell anyone that it was his birthday, although
they all knew. It was his gift to himself to be together with his P.S. 25 family. Even after
Cartagena stopped organizing the gatherings, teachers continued the tradition and got together
every October 17th. Mario Pecunia said, “It didn’t matter if we didn’t teach there together. P.S.
25 united us together” (Mario Pecunia, personal communication, August 21, 2013). The
goodwill and friendship that P.S. 25 spawned would be considered exceptional, and even
revolutionary, in today’s education environment that privileges teacher accountability above all
else.
Even those who went on to have illustrious careers point to their years at P.S. 25
as the most rewarding. Although she had taught at another school prior to arriving at P.S.
25, Sonia Nieto believes that “Working at P.S. 25 was an extraordinary experience, one
that changed my ideas about teaching, learning, culture, and politics” (Nieto, 2015, p.
156). In her recent memoir, Brooklyn Dreams, Nieto (2015) elaborates about her time
teaching and writing curriculum at P.S. 25: “Teaching fourth grade that year was the
happiest experience I ever had as a classroom teacher” (Nieto, 2015, p. 162).
Furthermore, she affirms that the years she spent at P.S. 25 from 1968-1972 were “some
of the most significant years of my life” (p. 167). In Nieto’s interview with me, she adds:
P.S. 25 was transformative for me. It was the height of the civil rights movement.
The Young Lords marched in the Puerto Rican Day Parade a mile long….At P.S.
25, all kids felt that they belonged….That’s what was different at P.S.
25….That’s where I [did] some of my formative work ” (Sonia Nieto, personal
communication, March 14, 2015.)
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Others involved with P.S. 25 at its inception expressed similar sentiments. Hernán
LaFontaine says: “I have to tell you that it was the best experience, professionally, of my life.
Not just successful, but…most satisfying, that we had such a great group of people together,
working to - oh we had a wonderful, wonderful time…It was my greatest success as an educator”
(Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014). And this sentiment was
echoed by José Serrano: “Those were wonderful years. And for me personally they were the
years that got me into the community” (José Serrano, personal communication, March 29, 2016).
Luis Cartagena said: “I wish I could be back. I miss it a lot” (Luis Cartagena, personal
communication, April 8, 2013).
P.S. 25 assumed a significance for Puerto Ricans much greater than just a single school.
In 1971, staff and students proudly marched in the Puerto Rican Day Parade (Enrique Godreau,
personal communication, May 16, 2017). As José Serrano observes, “P.S. 25 became the symbol
in the Northeast…and nationally, of Puerto Ricans involved in a bilingual program” (José
Serrano, personal communication, March 29, 2016). But the implementation of bilingual
education was not without opposition. José Serrano remembers,
There was a lot of attack on bilingualism in those days…People…actually feared that this
would keep people from learning to speak English when in fact, my argument then at that
time was that ‘the street and the school take care of your learning English’…This
program just keeps alive the culture. And bilingualism allowed for people to be taught in
a language other than English as they were being taught also in English so (they)
wouldn’t lose the subject matter. So I used to say in those years ‘Jorge Washington and
George Washington are the same guy’…And the whole purpose of bilingual ed from a
community viewpoint….was not to have the children fall behind, [but] to be able to teach
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them subject matter in their language, and at the same time, make it a bicultural
experience (José Serrano, personal communication, March 29, 2016.)
Serrano’s firm belief in the importance of bilingual education and the understanding of one’s
cultural heritage took hold through his work and experience at P.S. 25.
In summary, P.S. 25 fostered a new education model, one created by an inner-city
minority community for its own. The fresh, dynamic and universal philosophy of the school’s
mission is one that naturally connected the community of Latino residents to the daily activities
of the school. This approach, so vastly different from the prevailing education paradigm,
brought in parents at an unprecedented level who were intimately involved in all aspects of the
school, including instruction, as volunteers, as students, as advisors and collaborators and to
some extent, as a power center within the school. Indeed, the school was a thriving, highly
innovative place with its bilingual program along with its new function as a lively community
hub for public health, English-as-a-second-language classes, food events as well as seamless
interactions and easy relations between students, parents and school staff. P.S. 25 demonstrates
the importance of relationship-building and trust between stakeholders as a fundamental
component of educational successs at the primary level. Parents responded enthusiastically to
the focused efforts to literally bring them into the school and nurture their involvement in their
children’s educational lives, as well as in the direction of the school. Its success shows what
highly-energized parents and community activists in collaboration with committed
administrators and teachers can accomplish.
Paraprofessionals at P.S. 25
Since the school resided in one of the poorest neighborhoods in the country, federal War
on Poverty funding became available through avenues other than the ESEA. Hunts Point
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Community Progress Center (CPC), a local community action agency which ran anti-poverty
programs, provided funding through its War on Poverty grant that allowed for the hiring of
bilingual school aides or paraprofessionals at P.S. 25. They even screened applicants for the
position. Title VII funding also helped support exceptional training for the paraprofessionals.
Teaching assistants would initially meet the paraprofessional coordinator, the assistant principal,
teachers, other assistants and staff. Typically a workshop would be held on Monday afternoons
for all paraprofessionals. A master teacher, responsible for coordinating and supervising the
work of all the paras, would conduct the training session. Topics ranged from classroom
organization, to mathematics to discipline. On one occasion the workshop covered the use of a
commercially-developed reading program the school had purchased. Once the assistants had
received several trainings on how to use the materials, they began to introduce it to small groups
of children in their classes. As they began this process, the coordinator met with each of the
paras individually as well as together and then with the classroom teacher. They were given
basic background information and facts related to the subject areas they would teach as well as
skills and skill development to support them in the classroom (LaFontaine, 1971).
In a paper on the role of paraprofessionals in ESOL and bilingual education he presented
at the TESOL Convention in March 1971, published in the TESOL Quarterly in 1971,
LaFontaine emphasized his belief that community members, preferably parents, should be the
first ones hired to fill these positions:
Since one of the underlying justifications for employing para-professionals is to
encourage participation of community residents in education, it is natural that our
major source should be the immediate school neighborhood. Highest preference
should be given to parents of children in the school since there is really no other
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group which could have a greater stake in developing the best instructional
program possible. If necessary, additional persons could be recruited from local
civic groups, community agencies, adult education programs and community
colleges. Occasionally, individuals with teaching experience but without all the
necessary requirements for certification as teachers here, may move into the
community from other countries and can certainly be employed very effectively
as assistants in a special category (p. 312.)
LaFontaine went on to emphasize the importance of paraprofessionals having a deep
understanding of the problems children face at home and in the neighborhood. He understood
the importance of recruiting more Hispanic personnel to teach in New York City public schools.
He also recognized that the primarily Puerto Rican women from the community could serve as
ethnic role models for children and share their “funds of knowledge” for the benefit of the
students (Moll et. al, 1992). The staff at P.S. 25 understood that communities of color are the
experts in their own cultural traditions, creative expressions and institution building processes.
Their project marked a paradigm shift from one of dominance for some to one of cultural equity
for everyone. The validity of P.S. 25’s approach in 1968 resonates with educational theorists
today. Irizarry and Antrop-González (2007), for instance, assert that Puerto Rican children need
to see more role models of elders who stay committed to their community, just as they did at P.S.
25.
As I said before, when P.S. 25 opened, the student population of District 7 was
approximately 85% Latino and 15% African American. By 1974, District 7 had the highest
percentage of Spanish-speaking students in the city, with sixty-eight percent of the 28,000
children coming from Spanish-speaking families (von Maltitz, 1975). Of the 720 students
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voluntarily enrolled at P.S. 25 in 1974, 92% were Latino and 8% were African American (von
Maltitz, 1975).
Some theorists have pointed to the negative academic consequences that can occur when
a cultural disparity exists between students and teachers (Delpit, 1995). P.S. 25 avoided this fate
by gathering a staff whose ethnic and linguistic makeup closely matched those of the student
body provided academic benefits. All the teachers, administrators and clerical staff at P.S. 25
were able to speak both English and Spanish.
Moreover, the hiring of Hispanic paraprofessionals helped address a larger inequity in the
New York City school system, where in 1971 only 500 out of 60,000 teachers, or less than 1%
were Puerto Rican while 250,000 or 22% of the student population was Puerto Rican
(LaFontaine, 1971, p. 310). Both the urgent necessity of encouraging community participation
in education and bringing in more minority teachers could be addressed by recruiting
paraprofessionals to work in schools. War on Poverty funds thus helped tackle pressing
inequalities that existed at the time.
P.S. 25 employed paras to assist with language instruction in their bilingual program in
many ways. They worked with students in small groups and individually. Paras worked with
students in English as a first or second language and Spanish as a first or second language. The
assistant might reinforce a specific oral pattern which a teacher had introduced or play a game
including numbers the students had just learned. The paraprofessionals would give assistance to
more advanced students in reading and writing skills, sometimes through programmed materials.
All of the paraprofessionals at P.S. 25 were bilingual, and thus could assist English-speaking as
well as Spanish-speaking students. The paras often brought additional language resources to the
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classroom which augmented the teachers’ repertoire. Sometimes games, stories, poems and
children’s songs became integrated into the curriculum thanks to the paras (LaFontaine, 1971).
LaFontaine’s commitment to incorporating community members to work in the school as
paras was not limited to what they could contribute to the students. He envisioned the role of
paraprofessional as an entry point for professional realization through special long-term training
programs: “Hopefully, the ultimate goal would be to see some of our assistants become fullfledged teachers” (p. 314). In fact, he believed that to compensate for the scarcity of bilingual
teachers, schools should employ and train bilingual community members to assist teachers
(LaFontaine, 1971). His vision included fostering democratic participation in schools with the
goal of creating community activists. He believed that if community members became involved
as staff and gained awareness of children’s problems and needs, they would foster greater
community and parental involvement in the life of P.S. 25. With proper training, they could
boost the effectiveness of the limited number of bilingual teachers in the school. Furthermore,
they could be groomed to assume educational leadership roles. The fact that former
paraprofessionals had assumed positions on various community school boards reinforced his
confidence that community people could play vital roles at all levels of the educational system
(LaFontaine, 1971).
Each classroom teacher made specific plans regarding which children to assign to the
assistant and to help the assistant plan for her instructional responsibilities. Teachers and their
assistants met every day to assess the progress of the children as well as the assistant’s progress.
This intense preparation benefitted those children for whom time spent with the paraprofessional
marked the most individual attention they received. LaFontaine advocated that other schools
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adopt the kind of intensive in-service training and supervision P.S. 25 offered paraprofessionals
(LaFontaine, 1971).
P.S. 25 embodied the philosophy of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 that to
counter poverty and remedy structural economic inequality there must be “maximum feasible
participation” of the poor. The idea that poor and often uneducated mothers could be experts and
true partners in their children’s education was revolutionary. The school challenged the status
quo in terms of curricula, teaching methods and the role of parents, school principals and district
superintendents. Through community participation in the school, poor urban women helped plan
and implement programs according to their own perceptions of their children’s needs. P.S. 25
encouraged community empowerment, grassroots participation and democratic education,
patterns nonexistent in public schools in the Bronx at that time. The school enabled the
attainment of rights and resources for a marginalized group. Through the monies provided by
Title VII and the War on Poverty more generally, these women of the South Bronx helped to
challenge prevailing norms and restructure a local institution so that it better served the interests
of the community. Parental participation and community engagement marked a way of returning
to the people some of the power assumed by the administrative progressives starting in the
beginning of the twentieth century. In addition, P.S. 25’s hiring of women from the community
to work as paraprofessionals showed that the creation of living-wage employment constituted a
significant but unacknowledged contribution of the War on Poverty and the civil rights
struggle.25
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LaFontaine’s employment of paraprofessionals at P.S. 25 and his vision for their role in
schools showed how he valued the knowledge and ability of local community members.
Employing indigenous workers honored and highlighted the community resources of the South
Bronx, one of the poorest neighborhoods in the United States. In so doing, he, like Antonetty,
turned the “culture of poverty” thesis on its head, arguing that poverty and education could be
addressed together by hiring local residents, primarily the mothers of schoolchildren, to work in
public schools. Such hiring, he argued, would improve instruction, build links between schools
and communities, and create jobs and careers in education. At P.S. 25, he successfully carried
out the War on Poverty’s commitment to public sector employment while utilizing the
community’s cultural and linguistic strengths to improve the school. His example served as a
new model for teacher recruitment, particularly of Puerto Ricans and other minorities.
One person who came to work at P.S. 25 as a paralegal through a special program was
future New York City congressman José Serrano. One of the aspects of the War on Poverty was
that it sought to provide jobs for youth in inner-city communities. It did so in the South Bronx
through the South Bronx Community Corporation which was part of the Community
Development Center. The South Bronx Community Corporation in turn created the South Bronx
Community Action Theater. Serrano, who wanted to become an actor, joined the theater at
around the age of twenty and became heavily involved in community activities. In this way, he
fell under the influence of Evelina Antonetty, whom he refers to as his “godmother.” Then in
1964 at age 21, Serrano served in the U.S. Army for two years. When he came back in 1966, he
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returned to the theater as an administrator of the program. Serrano describes the theater
company this way: “The program provided after school and summer time activities, and in some
cases employment, for young people…(W)e taught them dance, dramatic arts. And the best way
to explain that program was that everything that you saw on stage from the final production in
the summer or the winter…was done in-house. From the drums that were used, to the costumes
that were put on by the young people, the show itself, everything was produced in-house. We
had a department for this, a department for that. It was like off-Broadway” (José Serrano,
personal communication, March 29, 2016).
When P.S. 25 was established as “The Bilingual School” in September 1968, Antonetty
and Serrano saw an opportunity to create a new branch of the South Bronx Community Action
Theater at the school which they called “South Bronx Community Action Theater Bilingual
Performing Arts Center.” The idea was to promote Puerto Rican culture with the children at P.S.
25 through performances such as Puerto Rican folkloric dances. Serrano explains, “We zeroed
in on promoting and teaching to children about the culture their parents knew from back home.
And so at any given time we would do a Christmas show mixing what we learned here, what I
call the Jingle Bells Winter Wonderland, and all the beautiful things I grew up with in Puerto
Rico” (José Serrano, personal communication, March 29, 2016). Through the Theater’s
programs, students at P.S. 25 learned about special Puerto Rican foods and traditions such as “un
asalto” and “una parranda” and about Puerto Rican instruments such as “el cuatro.” The South
Bronx Community Action Theater Bilingual Performing Arts Center thus contributed to
establishing multicultural after school and summer programs at P.S. 25, playing an important
part in helping children maintain the Puerto Rican culture as well as the Spanish language. José
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Serrano worked with the South Bronx Community Action Theater Bilingual Performing Arts
Center at P.S. 25 from 1969 until 1974, when he ran for the New York State Assembly.
What Title VII Funded
In addition to allowing for the training of paraprofessionals, the arrival of Title VII funds
allowed P.S. 25 to offer extra services for its students, for example, a Head Start early childhood
summer school program. But perhaps most notably, Title VII funding in time for the beginning
of the second school year in 1969-1970 proved extremely valuable in furthering professional
development for the new teachers at the school. With Title VII support in hand, LaFontaine
investigated many different colleges in New York City to see whether they could develop a
Master’s degree program in Bilingual Education. He went to City College, Hunter College,
Fordham University, and Columbia, but no one was interested. The opposition he encountered
was partially a result of disapproval of bilingual programs, but also in part a reluctance to
undertake the administrative hassles involved in creating a new program. They would say to
him, “Well, we have these other courses here that your teachers can take.” LaFontaine said no to
all of them (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, January 10, 2013; Hernán LaFontaine,
personal communication, October 27, 2014).
Finally, LaFontaine wound up at the Department of Foreign Languages at New York
University (NYU) where Emilio Guerra was the Chairman. Guerra was uniquely situated among
professors of foreign languages to appreciate LaFontaine’s request for many reasons. First of all,
Guerra’s department, the “Department of Foreign Languages and International Relations
Education” was situated within New York University’s School of Education. The degrees it
offered were geared towards prospective foreign language teachers in the New York City public
school system. When the department sponsored the Thirty-First Annual Foreign Language
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Conference at NYU in 1965, the theme of the conference was “An Appraisal of Changes in
Foreign Language Instruction,” and the participants, along with university professors of foreign
language, included teachers, administrators and supervisors from New York City elementary,
junior high and high schools (Guerra et. al., 1965). In other words, the department had a special
focus on language instruction for foreign language teacher practitioners, not just the academic
study of foreign language for its own sake.
But Emilio Guerra’s background was what made him particularly qualified to evaluate
the importance and urgency of a Master’s program for teachers in bilingual education. Guerra
had been one of the teachers of the orientation program at Benjamin Franklin High School for
Puerto Rican newcomers when Leonard Covello was principal. He had first-hand experience in
a formalized program designed to integrate non-native English speakers into a new school
environment through a targeted use of their mother tongue and an incorporation of their culture
into the mainstream curriculum, and he understood the validity and efficacy of this approach.
Having taught at this special high school and having been a part of the team that carried out the
bilingual/bicultural program, he possessed a special sympathy and support for the project that
LaFontaine was undertaking.
At first Guerra tried to get LaFontaine to agree to have his teachers take some of the
courses that the department already offered in foreign language instruction. But LaFontaine
insisted that he wanted a program specifically designed for those teaching bilingual education
and he had a conception of what those courses needed to include. Because he had Title VII
funds to pay the tuition for his faculty as well as the professors’ salaries, he held some bargaining
power in determining the shape of the program. LaFontaine used this clout to insist on
interviewing the professors Guerra had in mind to teach the courses. LaFontaine recalls,
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“Guerra at first said ‘Well…I’m not sure’ and I said ‘I’m paying for it, you know?’” (personal
communication, January 10, 2013; personal communication, October 27, 2014). Guerra
eventually conceded.
Guerra did indeed find a professor whom LaFontaine tentatively approved to teach the
Bilingual Education courses. She even visited P.S. 25 in person and discussed with LaFontaine
what he expected the classes to include. However, by the end of the summer about one week
before the semester was supposed to start, she resigned. LaFontaine then said to Guerra, “No
problem. I have a couple of people to teach the courses.” He and Muriel Pagán ended up
designing the outlines for the courses, preparing the syllabi and the weekly topics. Pagán,
LaFontaine and Luis Cartagena taught the courses which included Teaching ESL, Teaching Math
Using a Bilingual Approach, and History and Culture of Puerto Rico. Reflecting back upon this
opportunity to teach his teachers, LaFontaine commented, “It gave me another chance to talk
with staff about all we’d been doing” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, August 4,
2015). After a semester of discussing with the teachers the bilingual education model they had
conceived for P.S. 25, LaFontaine and Pagán decided that it was something special and unique.
Since they intended it for public distribution, they decided it should be protected and in 1969
they obtained a copyright with the Library of Congress. Once the copyright was secure, they
began disseminating it freely (See Appendix B).
Title VII monies completely covered tuition for all of the teachers to study for master’s
degrees, as well as the salaries of the professors who taught the courses. After LaFontaine and
Pagán proved their competence in the first semester, Guerra gained confidence in the P.S. 25
staff and let them completely take over the instruction and design of the new Bilingual Education
Master’s Program. By the second year, all of the teachers at P.S. 25 were enrolled in one or two
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of the courses in the new program at NYU. The 1971-1972 New York University Bulletin from
the School of Education lists the following courses in the Graduate Program in Bilingual
Education housed within the Division of Foreign Languages and International Education:


Teaching School Subjects With a Bilingual Approach: Language Arts; Science;
Social Studies.



To be offered in the 1972-1973 school year: Teaching School Subjects With a
Bilingual Approach: Mathematics.



Bilingual Education: Theory and Practice



The People and Culture of Puerto Rico

In essence, Title VII funding paid for the creation of the graduate program in Bilingual
Education at New York University, the first such Master’s-level program in New York. The
teachers and administrators of P.S. 25 created the program as they went along.
The courses had a profound effect on the P.S. 25 teachers, many of whom had never
studied Puerto Rican history or culture. Sonia Nieto said that she had never had a Puerto Rican
teacher before taking a class in Puerto Rican History with Luis Cartagena at NYU, and described
her experience in the class as “riveting” (Nieto, 2015, p. 161; Sonia Nieto, personal
communication, March 14, 2015). The experience caused her to reflect on the importance of
students learning about their culture and she altered her classroom teaching accordingly.
Although the term “multicultural education” had not yet been coined, for Nieto this political and
cultural awakening in the NYU classes marked the beginning of a lifelong commitment to
promoting cultural inclusivity in schools.
Benjamin Franklin High School and P.S. 25 in two different time periods had a
philosophical educational connection, with their mutual commitment to respecting and
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developing bilingual and multicultural students. This connection became concrete through the
collaboration of Emilio Guerra and Hernán LaFontaine, as the connections between Leonard
Covello, Vito Marcantonio and Evelina Antonetty gave rise to the vision for the Bilingual
School.
Inventing the Curriculum
When the school started, there were very few bilingual curricula available for use or
reference. Creating a new curriculum for the experimental school was a vital necessity.
LaFontaine explains that The Puerto Rican Study proved valuable since it produced “Resource
Units” and “Language Guide Series” that served as guidelines for context and language use in
the classroom for each grade. These units also contained useful information about assessment of
language. Although they served as good general reference resources for the teachers at P.S. 25,
the materials from The Puerto Rican Study produced over ten years prior to the opening of the
school did not constitute curricula but instead were intended to complement existing curricula
(Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, March 6, 2017). For this reason, LaFontaine
immediately sought to obtain as much real curricular material as possible from Puerto Rico,
Spain, and Mexico so that teachers would have curricula to work with when the school opened.
Teachers soon realized, however, that the books they were using, although in Spanish,
did not reflect students’ cultures or experiences. Most featured white, middle-class, nuclear
families living in private houses. Even the textbooks from Puerto Rico had pictures of palm
trees and beaches, which did not correspond with the students’ lives in inner-city tenement
apartments crowded with different generations of family members. The teachers decided to
create their own, more appropriate material to work with. Lines formed every morning in front
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of the mimeograph machine for teachers to print out copies of the material they had produced
(Nieto, 2015).
As part of the struggle for cultural equity, Hernán LaFontaine and his staff sought to
develop culturally and linguistically relevant pedagogy and materials. Puerto Ricans who had
gone through the New York City schools rejected the monolingual and monocultural education
system that left no room for their culture, language or experiences. They recognized that the
dominant Eurocentric system dehumanized them and trivialized their culture and achievements,
leading to internalization of the lessons of inferiority (Pantoja & Perry, 1993). Rather than
assimilation as a goal, they sought a culturally and linguistically pluralistic education for their
students which would teach them to value their Latino identity and history.26 In the experiment
that was P.S. 25, the founding teachers sought to create a new model for teaching their own
community. Rather than token references to diversity through occasional songs, readings or
plays, the staff created original songs, poems and mottos to reinforce the ideas behind the new
experiment they were undertaking. In addition, a quote by Roger Ascham, a sixteenth century
English scholar and writer, served as the school’s motto: “As a hawk flieth not high with one
wing even so a man reacheth not to excellence with one tongue.” These original artistic
expressions cultivated a unique school culture and boosted the identity of the new school.
In 1970, P.S. 25 received a Title VII grant that LaFontaine had applied for, one of only
eight granted nationally for bilingual education programs (Nieto, 2015). It provided money for
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For a further deconstruction of the theoretical category of “decolonial education,” as well as a discussion about
addressing colonialism in educational systems, institutions, research and practices see: Daza, S. L. & Tuck, E.
(2014). "De/colonizing,(post)(anti) colonial, and indigenous education, studies, and theories." Educational Studies
50(4): 307-312 and Patel, L. (2016). Decolonizing educational research: From ownership to answerability. New
York: Routledge.
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LaFontaine to free up two of his teachers, Herminio Vargas and Sonia Nieto, to become full-time
curriculum writers in September 1970. Vargas, in addition to teaching at P.S. 25, was a
published poet. Nieto had taught at P.S. 25 during the 1968-1969 school year and taken
maternity leave for the fall semester of 1969. In January 1970, she returned to the school as a
substitute, teaching only one or two days a week. She longed to return to the school on a
permanent basis: “(T)eaching is about cultivating relationships, and I didn't ’really feel I could
do that as a substitute.” When LaFontaine said to her, ‘You know, we got this grant. We’d love
for you to take the job of curriculum specialist with Herminio,’ she jumped at the opportunity
(Sonia Nieto, personal communication, March 14, 2015). She worked part time three days a
week that spring semester and in the fall returned to work full time.
In keeping with the school’s ethos of cultural pluralism, Nieto and Vargas created
multicultural curricula that taught and celebrated Puerto Rican culture. Wanting also to promote
African American culture in the curriculum, LaFontaine turned to an elementary school
curriculum on Black history entitled Africa in the Curriculum. It was written in 1966 by his
former colleague at I.S. 201, Beryl Banfield, an African American educator who was also the
author of a biography of Marcus Garvey (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, June 30,
2016; Sonia Nieto, personal communication, March 14, 2015; Ports, 1970). Others contributed
to the curricula writing, including Evelyn Colón, who wrote a curriculum on second grade
language arts in Spanish.
Original curriculum writing was necessary, because not only was there a dearth of
materials appropriate for Puerto Rican children, those children’s books that did exist tended to be
assimilationist. In 1972, the Council on Interracial Books for Children reviewed 100 children’s
books with Puerto Rican themes printed in English, and in 1982 the council asked Sonia Nieto to
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perform a second review. She found that most of the books were authored by non-Puerto Ricans
and contained negative stereotypes. Nieto (1987) notes that the books and stories emphasized
“assimilation, dependence, elitism, racism, sexism, stereotypical physical features, settings and
language” (p. 215). For example, in one book, the main character, a Puerto Rican adolescent,
hates plátanos and Spanish music, and states he “couldn’t understand how anybody could listen
to that junk…He’d take the ‘Top Ten’ anytime” (Nieto, 1987, p. 216). In another story, a
character’s uncle tells him with all earnestness that in Puerto Rico, “Young men can’t go to
college” (Nieto, 1987, p. 217). In these books, Puerto Rican reality is often presented through
the authors’ perceptions of a “culture of poverty.” Puerto Rican children who read such
depictions could internalize the images, becoming alienated from their own culture, and other
children could form negative impressions of Puerto Ricans. With such a risk at hand, the task of
writing culturally relevant material became more urgent.
For writing the curriculum guides, P.S. 25 staff, including Muriel Pagán, Sonia Nieto and
Evelyn Colón, contacted Mary Finocchiaro who was an English as a Second Language (ESL)
specialist at Hunter College, and Clelia Belfrom, who worked on curriculum at the Board of
Education and was also a specialist in ESL, to get ideas and recommendations. Finocchiaro
served as Chair of Foreign Languages and then principal of Seward Park High School, a school
with a large number of Puerto Rican migrants. As a foreign language teacher at the school, she
had learned that her cultural understanding and knowledge of the Spanish language could aid
Puerto Rican students in their adjustment to New York City schools. She recognized that foreign
language teachers could help Puerto Rican students in specific ways, including with their
language competency in both languages, producing bilingual materials, communication with
parents, teaching school customs, and familiarizing themselves with the Puerto Rican school
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system (Finocchiaro, 1958). Because of her advocacy for Puerto Rican students in New York
City, Finocchiaro became Coordinator of Puerto Rican Programs for Junior High Schools in New
York City, and was selected to form part of the research team for The Puerto Rican Study in
1953. She also became President of TESOL from 1970-71. Finocchiaro was among the first
educators in New York City to challenge the purely assimilationist methods of the school system
and an early advocate of the founding principles of P.S. 25: to hire bilingual teachers trained in
the Spanish language as well as in a subject area to facilitate Puerto Rican students’ transition to
New York City public schools. She proved to be a key consultant to the staff at P.S. 25 as they
developed their own curriculum (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, June 30, 2016).
By 1971, as President of TESOL, she fully endorsed P.S. 25’s bilingual and bicultural approach.
All schools, she wrote, should institute a bilingual-bicultural program so that ESL students
develop their native language skills and gain pride in their cultural heritage at the same time as
they learn English. Furthermore, teacher training programs should embody these concepts as
they train future ESL teachers (Finocchiaro, 1971). Her ideas for teaching ESL students would
be considered advanced by today’s standards, but she clearly saw their effectiveness when put
into practice at P.S. 25 beginning in 1968.
Although Sonia Nieto had written a curriculum for her own class, she freely admits that
she and her close friend and colleague, Herminio Várgas knew nothing about the theory and
practice of curriculum development when they accepted the job of curriculum specialist (Sonia
Nieto, personal communication, March 14, 2015). In her memoir she puts it another way:
“Having never studied bilingual education, there were no university bilingual programs at the
time, we educators were inventing the programs as we went along, much like learning how to fly
a plane without a manual” (Nieto, 2015, p. 158).
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LaFontaine gave the curriculum writers opportunities for professional development as
often as he could. When he went to a discussion or lecture on bilingual education, he would
invite them along. And then through Title VII funding, they were able to take free Master’s
courses at NYU in Puerto Rican history and culture. Still, Nieto notes,
Learning to be a curriculum specialist, like becoming a bilingual teacher, was a
trial-and-error process. We first had to figure out what was available and then fill
in the gaps. We ordered some materials and created others, experimented with
various designs, and asked teachers to try out the lessons in their classrooms. We
also asked them for feedback and other help in figuring out what we should focus
on (Nieto, 2015, pp. 166-167.)
The writers put immense effort into designing the curricula, and were religious about
adhering to the Board of Education grade standards. Visitors were anxious to see what they were
creating and wanted to use the materials as well. Since Title VII funds paid for the creation of
the materials, they became publicly available. In this manner the school was able to disseminate
the guides widely and thus help spread their particular brand of bilingual education. “When they
finished and people asked, ‘How do you teach Social Studies in Spanish?’ we’d say, ‘Here you
go. Here’s our curriculum guide’” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, August 4,
2015).
Sonia Nieto recalls the unique and fortuitous circumstance she found herself in as a
curriculum writer at P.S. 25’s initiation. She and the other curriculum writers had the privilege
of being able to write curriculum designed specifically for their own student population: “For
the first time we were able to concentrate on Puerto Rican kids. We had to learn our history right
away” (Sonia Nieto, personal communication, March 14, 2015). At the same time, Nieto
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confesses to possessing concern about the 15% of the students who were African American
becoming immersed in Puerto Rican history but not in their own. This worry guided her
thinking as well as that of other curriculum writers. That experience taught her the necessity of
attending to the needs of all students, not just the majority (Sonia Nieto, personal
communication, March 14, 2015). Having money through Title VII made a difference – it gave
teachers the freedom to think about curricula they would like to try and the luxury of time to
create them. Nieto and Vargas collaborated and shared ideas as they worked together out of the
same big office on the fourth floor.
The curriculum designers at P.S. 25 sought to recover subjugated knowledge and in so
doing, reverse the curricular colonialisms that prevailed in New York City schools in the 1960s.
Their curricular philosophy attempted to rectify the exclusively Euro and Euro-American-centric
focus that prevailed in mainstream elementary school curricula of the day. In so doing, it created
a new epistemological model for the education of Puerto Rican and African American children.iv
Whereas prior attempts at ethnic inclusivity focused mainly on incorporating African American
history, P.S. 25’s curriculum also gave primacy to Puerto Rican history and culture (Pritchett,
2002; Taylor, 1997). This pioneering effort by Puerto Rican curriculum writers at P.S. 25 to
assert curricular self-determination directly responded to the process of colonization of
curriculum both on the island and the mainland. P.S. 25 endeavored to counter the silencing of
voices and stories prevalent in the dominant narrative of history. Their privileging of previously
excluded histories and actors changed the definition of official knowledge for the students of
color at the school, and provided a model for other schools to follow. An examination of some
of their curricula indicates how they accomplished this. In Curso de Español para Niños
Hispanoparlantes del Kindergarten, children learned about the independence days of all the
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countries of Latin America, including Haiti. In the poetry that he wrote for the curriculum,
author Herminio Vargas selected culturally-appropriate themes. The poem Don Tomás, for
example, made reference to students’ lived experiences and reality in the South Bronx:
Don Tomás, el bodeguero
hechando chispas está
porque el trigo y las legumbres
no han llegado a la ciudad,
Habrá huelga allá en el campo?
¿Qué será? ¿Qué pasará?
Mientras en la esquina vira
Un camión de la “Sea-land.”
(Vargas, n.d., p. 57).
The curriculum informed children about places in the city that have names of famous people
from the United States and Puerto Rico:
Escuela Muñoz Marín
Avenida Madison,
Colegio Hostos
Aeropuerto Kennedy
Fieldtrip suggestions included going to the bodega and asking the “bodeguero”
questions.27 Other cultural references that Puerto Rican children would understand, such as “el
coquí” (a frog indigenous to Puerto Rico) were included. Vargas explained that it is desirable
for the teacher to familiarize the children with Puerto Rico, their country of origin, the country
their parents came from (“familiarizar a los niños con Puerto Rico, su país de origen, el país de
donde proceden sus padres”) as well as to teach them appreciation and admiration for the
Spanish language (“aprecio y admiración por el español”) (n.d., p. 87; p. 27). The curricula he
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Vargas’ instructions in Spanish for the fieldtrip specified: “Entablar una discusión acerca de como la familia
adquiere los alimentos...Ponerse en contacto con el bodeguero más cercano para saber la fecha en que recibirá
algunos de sus productos. Llena los niños a observar la transacción. Se puede iniciar una conversación libre
relativa a la actividad” (Vargas, n.d., pp. 45-46).
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wrote are consistent with this philosophy, as in his Curso de Españal Como Segundo Idioma,
Segundo Grado in which important dates in the Puerto Rican calendar are noted and celebrated.
In Curso de Estudios Sociales Para Niños Hispanohablantes del Primer Grado (Social
Studies Course for Spanish-speaking First Grade Children) written by P.S. 25 curriculum writer
Virgenmina Font, students learned about famous figures from U.S. history such as George
Washington and Betsy Ross, as well as famous Puerto Ricans like Ramón Betances and Eugenio
Maria de Hostos. The curriculum covered Los Tainos as well as Abraham Lincoln. Students
learned vocabulary words of Taino origin that continue in the Spanish vocabulary today, such as
canoa, cacique and hamaca. The Curso de Español Como Segundo Idioma para Cuarto Grado
(Fourth Grade Spanish as a Second Language Curriculum) written by Sonia Nieto emphasized
subjects of study not included in the traditional curricula. The list included many famous Puerto
Ricans, among them revolutionaries and independence fighters, African Americans and women’s
rights leaders (See Appendix E). As we would expect from a fourth grade Social Studies
Curriculum, the Curso de Estudios Sociales Para Estudiantes Hispanohablantes en el Cuarto
Grado (Fourth Grade Social Studies Curriculum for Spanish Speakers) focused on “el estudio
formal y sistemático de la historia del desarrollo cultural de los EEUU” (“the formal and
systematic study of the history of the cultural development of the United States of America”)
(Nieves Tirado, n.d., p. iii). The content included study of African American and Native
American history and personages as well as conventional U.S. history such as military heroes
and presidents. But in addition to three units on the founding, development and culture of the
United States, the curriculum contained an additional unit on the history of Puerto Rico.
The curriculum of P.S. 25 was at the cutting edge of curriculum development and
pedagogy and part of the vanguard of the movement for ethnic studies. In The Wretched of the
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Earth, Frantz Fanon (1961) wrote that anti-colonial social struggles also require decolonization
of the mind. His thinking influenced social movements that emerged in the 1960s against the
Western biases of academic institutions and in favor of ethnic studies. By the late 1960s, radical
philosophies born in the civil rights movement captured the imagination of a broad sector of
second generation Puerto Ricans (Baver, 1984). Many of the Puerto Rican activists in New York
in the 1960s viewed the struggle for social justice in New York as linked with the fight for
independence of the island. In their analysis the island was a U.S. colony and Puerto Ricans
living in inner-city ghettos on the mainland remained under conditions of internal colonialism
(Baver, 1984). The struggle for decolonization had to be forged on a material as well as an
intellectual level. Some scholars argue that Puerto Rican grassroots activism on the mainland
through educational spaces constitutes a form of resistance to the on-going colonialism of Puerto
Rico (Castillo-Montoya & Torres-Guzmán, 2012).
In 1969, a student movement of Black and Puerto Rican activists and organizations
helped create open admissions as well as Black and Puerto Rican Studies programs and
departments at the City University of New York (CUNY), the largest urban university in the
United States. At the same time, Title VII funding enabled teachers, including Sonia Nieto and
Herminio Vargas, to write original bilingual and multicultural curricula for P.S. 25, reflecting the
cultural experiences and history of the minority student body at the school.
P.S. 25 led the way in developing a new model of textbook and curriculum, one that
reflected and respected the cultures of the primarily Puerto Rican and Black student body.
Hernán LaFontaine supported this effort: “Let’s face it, the older books have not done the job
for minority group students,” he said. “How is a child from Harlem or the South Bronx
supposed to relate to a story about children who leave their white, picket-fenced homes for a day

215

on grandpa’s farm, where they’ll play with the cows and pigs? But when they read stories about
children playing stickball in the street, using the sewers for bases, they take an interest. And
interest leads to greater learning” (LaFontaine, cited in Stanas, February 23, 1969). P.S. 25’s
example led to a “textbook revolution” in the city school system, with the Board of Education
demanding of publishers that they produce more inclusive texts highlighting the role of
minorities. One textbook publisher that took up the Board of Ed’s challenge was MacMillan. Its
Bank Street Reader series included scenes on the subway, pictures of kids playing in the water of
a fire hydrant and text taken from the actual jump rope song of a Harlem girl. In order to make
their books relevant to the city child, Bank Street Books took their writers and illustrators on
field trips to Harlem and the Bronx, whose cityscape scenes were later incorporated in
illustrations. Because of its quality and cultural sensitivity, P.S. 25 adopted the Bank Street
Reader series.
Research backs P.S. 25’s approach. Caring teachers and culturally relevant curricula
have been shown to reverse minority academic underachievement (Antrop-González & De Jesús,
2006; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Nieto, 1998; Valenzuela, 1999). For Puerto Rican children in
particular, researchers have found a strong relationship between involvement in culturallycentered Puerto Rican educational programs and enhanced self-concept (Comas-Díaz, 1982;
Rodriguez, 1991). Culturally responsive teaching consists of teachers knowing their students
well, building bridges to students’ funds of knowledge and considering themselves as agents of
social change. Schools often fail to recognize the cultural capital that Latino students bring to
school, including linguistic, aspirational, familial, social, resistant and navigational capital
(Irizarry & Antrop-González, 2007). According to Valenzuela (1999), when students sense that
teachers do not possess a genuine respect for their culture, they do not bond with these teachers,
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hindering their chances to succeed academically. Valenzuela highlights the importance of
cultural affirmation in teaching. A fundamental way that teachers make connections with
students and families is through language. P.S. 25 recognized and acted upon these truths before
educational theorists popularized them.
The P.S. 25 curriculum specialists held the belief, prevalent at the time, that the two
languages should be kept separate. Nieto expresses this philosophy in the First Grade Spanish
Curriculum for Spanish Speakers she authored: “Los problemas que tienen los niños
hispanoparlantes en un ambiente de habla inglesa (sp.) son más profundos todavía. La labor del
maestro, pues, consiste en ayudar al niño a respetar su propio lenguage y mantenerlo puro.”
(”The problems that Spanish-speaking children have in an English-speaking environment are
even deeper. The teacher’s task, then, consists of helping the child to respect his own language
and to maintain its purity”) (Nieto, n.d., p. 127). Nieto indicates that Puerto Ricanisms and
Anglicisms in the language should be corrected by teachers giving a “correct example.” (See
Appendix G). In the Second Grade Spanish Language Curriculum for native speakers,
curriculum writer Vargas takes a similar position, stating that teachers should correct the
Anglicisms that many Puerto Rican children commonly create (See Appendix H).
The P.S. 25 language curriculum books used a second-language acquisition method
common in the early 1970s: the audiolingual method. This method of teaching a new language
emphasizes the teaching of listening and speaking before reading and writing. It presents
language in dialogue form and uses drills and repetition rather than grammar instruction to
reinforce structural patterns. Native language use is discouraged in the classroom. The method
privileges correct pronunciation and accuracy (Brown, 1994). Of P.S. 25’s new language
instruction method LaFontaine noted, “Instead of just concentrating totally on grammar rules you
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gave kids the opportunity to hear and speak the language. A very typical approach was to have a
dialogue” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014).
P.S. 25’s curricular guides were widely circulated, thus increasing the epistemic diversity
within the New York City school system. However, within the literature on ethnic studies, there
is little or no mention of the intellectual contributions of the curriculum writers and staff at P.S.
25. While scholars today locate the epicenter of the fight for ethnic studies at the university
level, here was an elementary school implementing Puerto Rican and African American studies
smoothly and without controversy (Biondi, 2012). Thanks to Title VII funding, P.S. 25
established one of the first school-wide attempts in the city to reach kids in the elementary grades
with curricula that reinforced a sense of positive ethnic identity, through content and language.
In addition to the in-house Curriculum Division at P.S. 25, Title VII funds paid for the
establishment of an important national network at the school, the Curriculum Adaptation
Network for Bilingual Bicultural Education (CANBBE), with additional regional offices in San
Antonio, Texas, San Diego, California, and Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The curricular materials the
centers produced were designed to supplement the core curriculum materials produced by the
Spanish Curricula Development Center in Dade County, Florida. The CANBBE Regional
Center in New York, known as the Northeast Regional Adaptation Center, was established at
P.S. 25 during the 1969-1970 school year. LaFontaine named Luis Cartagena as its first Director
in 1970.
Cartagena brought a special love of the arts and culture to his role as director of
CANBBE. He also knew people involved in the arts in Puerto Rico whom he could call upon to
assist in curriculum and materials development. As director, Cartegena utilized the material
provided by Puerto Rican artists of all kinds, in addition to P.S. 25 teachers, to produce culturally
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relevant materials in Spanish. Under his leadership, CANBBE produced well-known
educational posters including Puertorriqueños Ilustres, Mi Raza and La Mujer Puertorriqueña.
The New York Center of CANBBE developed bilingual curricula for different grades for schools
all over the Northeast. Some examples of the curricula that the Center produced were:
“Currículo en Español Para Educación Bilingüe;” Guía del Maestro, Sexto Grado; “Tema: El
Legado Cultural del Hombre Americano; Unidad: Las Sociedades Indígenas del Caribe: Area de
Estudio: La Sociedad Taína” (Curriculum in Spanish for Bilingual Education; Sixth Grade
Teacher’s Guide. Theme: The Cultural Legacy of the American Man; Unit: Indigenous Societies
of the Caribbean). The curricula included Latin American content, rather than relying on content
about the United States exclusively. In a sign of the times, the above title utilizes the male
subject “hombre” – and not the more gender inclusive title that we would use today, “hombres y
mujeres.” As an example of the creative and artistic emphasis of the Northeast Regional
CANBBE Center, it produced a songbook entitled Cantando y Aprendiendo (Singing and
Learning), a book featuring original songs and beautiful drawings by P.S. 25 art teacher, Osvaldo
Martí. The songs’ topics had a Puerto Rican cultural orientation, and Luis Cartagena edited the
book (Cartagena, n.d.).
One of the classic books that CANBBE published, Un Niño Llamado Manuel (A Boy
Named Manuel), was written by P.S. 25 teacher Madeline Zayas in 1981 or 82 and featured P.S.
25 and its students in the story. Zayas originally wrote the book as an assignment for Muriel
Pagán’s class on Literature in the Bilingual Classroom in the NYU Master’s program. The book
featured a simple story of a boy recently arrived from Puerto Rico. Homesick for his native land,
he decides to try to grow a plant in an improbable location – the vacant garbage-strewn lot next
to his school. Despite the derision of his classmates, Manuel maintains hope and one day comes
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to the lot with his mother to find his plant has sprouted from the earth. Photographs shot in the
school, the vacant lot outside the school and surrounding neighborhood featured P.S. 25 students,
teachers and parents and complemented the story. The burned-out Bronx provided the landscape
for the story. Zayas explains her motivation for writing the story: “I wanted to write about my
class…We had children who had just come from Puerto Rico and they felt very out of place. So
I wanted to write about what they were feeling at that time and the role that the school played in
making them feel more welcome here in New York” (Madeline Zayas, personal communication,
May 8, 2013).
Un Niño Llamado Manuel is a quintessentially Deweyan project in that it starts from the
students’ everyday reality to build its tale. The book uses the school’s own pupils and the empty
rubble-strewn lot adjacent to P.S. 25 as the stars and setting of the story. The book is stunning;
its simple narrative and accompanying photos show that hope can triumph in the most squalid
environment. It is also an example of successful bilingual/multicultural material which centers
minority and marginalized students as the main characters in their home setting – the burned-out
South Bronx of the 1970s. (See Appendix I).
With Title VII funds provided to the Northeast Regional Adaptation Center, P.S. 25 was
able to begin to organize a bilingual school library, a library that is still in existence (Liem,
1971). When Luis Cartagena became principal of P.S. 25 after the departure of Hernán
LaFontaine in 1972, Aurea E. Rodríguez became the new director of CANBBE (Muriel Pagán,
personal communication, July 8, 2016). After Cartagena left the Center, Aurea Rodríguez
continued to build on the holdings in the library.
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Visitors
A stream of visitors constantly flowed through P.S. 25. “Excitement was their reaction
when they came to the school because it was not a usual school” (Muriel Pagán, personal
communication, April 8, 2013). People arrived from all over the country and the world to
observe the educational model in place at the Bilingual School. The first official visitors,
including Congressman James Scheuer, Superintendent Friedman, Mrs. Jean Narayan from the
federal Department of Education and Carlos Pérez, founding Chief of the New York State
Department of Education Office of Bilingual Education, arrived to observe P.S. 25 in September
1969. The federal Office of Civil Rights would visit to ensure compliance with civil rights laws
(Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014). Members of the National
Association of Bilingual Education (NABE) would visit, observe classes and take notes every
year (Muriel Pagán, personal communication, April 8, 2013). In order to qualify for Title VII
funds, the school had to send in a copy of their program to the federal government, which would
then verify if they were indeed fulfilling it. Representatives from the Federal Accounting Office
came to visit P.S. 25 on December 20, 1972. Recounts Muriel Pagán, “People from Title VII
came in to see if the model was being carried out as it was written on paper. They noted how
much time was spent in one language and the other and compared it to the model” (personal
communication, February 19, 2013). (See Appendix J). A television news program called New
York Illustrated did a ten-minute feature on the Bilingual School during its first year. 60 Minutes
even came to the school and filmed Sonia Nieto with her fourth grade class and Evelyn Colón
with her first grade class.
So many visitors were coming to the school to observe its innovative new model of bilingual
education that Hernán LaFontaine implemented a schedule so that their arrival would not
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interrupt the normal flow of activities. He designated Tuesdays and Thursdays as visiting days
and all prospective visitors had to make appointments. The administrators decided to set the
maximum number of visitors at twenty (Muriel Pagán, personal communication, April 8, 2013).
Muriel Pagán, Luis Cartagena or Evelyn Colón would give them an orientation and a tour and let
them visit classes. Afterwards, they would all come together for a post-visit discussion, often
with the principal. The staff at the school prepared a brochure to give the visitors. Written in
English and Spanish, the brochure gave answers to typical questions, such as: “What is the aim
of a bilingual school? How does a bilingual school accomplish its aim? What other activities
are carried out?” LaFontaine commented, “We literally had thousands of people coming”
(Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014).
Some of the visitors were educators who hoped to start bilingual education programs in their
schools in New York City and beyond, and hoped to emulate the pioneering model that P.S. 25
established. The Board of Education chose P.S. 25 as one of the sites for attendees of the
International TESOL Conference to visit on March 26, 1991 (Muriel Pagán, personal
communication, March 28, 2013). Chancellors came to visit the school and then started bringing
other people with them. According to Luis Cartagena, they never announced they were coming.
He remembers the first day of school in 1978 when Chancellor Macchiarola showed up:
“Someone asked me, ‘Do you know this gentleman?’ And I said ‘No, I don’t.’ And he was
there. I took him around the school” (Luis Cartagena, personal communication, April 8, 2013).
Afterwards Macchiarola wrote a letter effusively praising the school: “My unannounced visit to
‘The Bilingual School,’ P.S. 25, yesterday was a real pleasure. The expressions of joy on the
children’s faces immediately told me that I was in for a positive experience. The tour of several
classes indicated clearly that you and your staff were prepared to provide children with the
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quality educational experience they deserve” (Macchiarola, 1978). Macchiarola had an
exceptionally good time himself during the visit to the school, dancing Puerto Rican bomba and
plena music with the children in an assembly (Luis Cartagena, personal communication, April 8,
2013).
Visitors’ comments give an indication of the impact the school made on those who visited.
One visitor in the spring of 1974 was amazed at the excitement and engagement of the student
body and the creativity and variety of activities going on in the school. She described witnessing
one class learning how to cook, sixth graders performing a musical for fifth graders and other
sixth graders, and children taking turns caring for class gerbils, guinea pigs and rabbits on
weekends. A streamer strung on the top of the stage named the theme around which many
activities had been centered during the week: “I Believe in Music” (von Maltitz, 1975, p. 50).
In December 1968, Father Joseph Fitzpatrick, a Jesuit Priest, founder of the Sociology and
Anthropology Departments at Fordham University and an expert on Puerto Rican migration to
New York City after World War II, wrote to the school, “Mil gracias por su bondad ayer
durante mi visita a la escuela. La significación de la escuela se refleja en su entusiasmo y
espíritu. Creo que el experimento va a ayudar muchísimo a nuestros niños puertorriqueños.”
[“Many thanks for your generosity yesterday during my visit to the school. The school’s
meaning is reflected in its enthusiasm and spirit. I believe that the experiment is going to be
extremely helpful to our Puerto Rican children”]. In 1973, a student from the University of
Leeds in England wrote, “A school with a very positive optimistic air. In the classrooms and the
corridors a sense of go-ahead-ness freedom plus discipline. Delighted by the way the children
react to the staff.” A representative from the East Harlem Model Cities Program observed in
1973 that “The school gives our children a sense of belonging, and builds up individual dignity.
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They will be better citizens for it.” Cary Leadership Fellows from the Bank Street College of
Education in May 1978 noted of their visit, “What we saw and felt on our visit to P.S. 25 was an
intellectually and emotionally moving experience.” Mari Endreweit, a field representative of
Project Follow Through who visited P.S. 25 in March 1978, noted, “We were all so impressed by
the atmosphere of pride, caring, achievement, comfort and safety which you have been able to
create within the four walls of the school. There is much talk about the role of the school as a
community facility, but few opportunities to see it enacted. The Bilingual School clearly fulfills
this role…We offer you our respect and admiration.” Janice Mirabile Rao, Principal of the
Pennington School in Mount Vernon, NY commented in January 1979, “Every aspect of the
program was extraordinary. P.S. 25 truly is an oasis in the midst of the educational deprivation
one would expect to find in an antediluvian building in the heart of the South Bronx…Perhaps
the most praiseworthy aspect of the environment was the spirit that emanated from you and
permeated the entire building.”
P.S. 25’s bilingual program was original as well as exceptional for its time. While it started
with district funding, by 1969, it received federal funding under Title VII. By its second year,
1969-1970, federal funding allowed for the implementation of additional bilingual programs in
New York City: P.S. 1 in Community School District 1 on the Lower East Side, P.S. 211 in
Community School District 12 in the Bronx and Project BEST, a staff development office located
at the Board of Education’s central office, designed to provide in-service teacher training to New
York City school districts (Santiago Santiago, 1978). But P.S. 25 had by far the largest bilingual
program. Unlike P.S. 25, P.S. 1 had many Puerto Rican and Chinese students, and offered
bilingual instruction in both Spanish and Chinese, as well as bilingual instruction to its native
English-speaking students. Whereas P.S. 25 offered bilingual instruction from kindergarten
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through grade 6, P.S. 1 only did so from pre-kindergarten through second grade. And whereas
the entire student body of P.S. 25, consisting of approximately 900 students, participated in its
bilingual program during the 1969-1970 school year, only about 180 students participated in the
bilingual program at P.S. 1 (Liem, 1971). The bilingual instruction was more limited at P.S. 1 in
other aspects as well. P.S. 1 placed a greater emphasis on speaking and reading comprehension
in English than did P.S. 25. And in first and second grades, the bilingual instruction was limited
to mathematics at P.S. 1, whereas P.S. 25 maintained bilingual instruction in English and
Spanish in all content areas for the entire student population. The P.S. 1 bilingual program could
best be described as transitional in nature, whereas P.S. 25’s program was clearly developmental.
In the 1969-1970 school year, P.S. 25 and P.S. 1 were the only two schools in New York City
that received funding under Title VII of the ESEA (Liem, 1971).
The P.S. 25 developmental bilingual approach contradicted the priorities and emphasis of
the New York City Board of Education at the time. The main provision contemplated for nonEnglish speakers prior to the Bilingual School’s initiation of bilingual education was English as a
Second Language. Notwithstanding this priority, in the 1967-68 school year, the year preceding
the founding of the Bilingual School, there were only twenty-five English as a Second Language
classes in the entire New York City public school system (Liem, 1971). Even during the 19691970 school year, the year after P.S. 25 pioneered its successful experiment in bilingual
education, the central Board’s main project for students learning English was embodied in its
program, Improving the Teaching of English as a Second Language, K-12. The budget for this
program was over twice the size of the budgets of P.S. 25 and P.S. 1 combined (Liem, 1971).
Financial support for the program came from Title I and Title VII, ESEA and the State Urban
Education Act.
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The Board’s program demonstrated that its priorities for students learning English were
quite different than those of P.S. 25 in 1969-70; that is, through ESL programs they sought to
transition these students to complete English instruction as soon as possible, foregoing any
possibility of bilingualism. In commenting on the focus of P.S. 25’s approach to educating
bilingual students as compared to that of the Board of Education, one scholar conducting a study
for Aspira noted, “Their programs, thus, redesign the entire learning environment instead of only
providing remedial service. They address the school as the object of change, not the student”
(Liem, 1971, p. 70). P.S. 25, in other words, rejected the deficit perspective that prevailed at the
Board of Education.
Even though the Board created two new categories of instructor, Spanish-speaking
School-Community Relations Teachers and Bilingual Common Branch Teachers, by the Board’s
own estimates, in the 1969-70 school year they numbered less than 200 and 100 respectively,
with the number of all Hispanic regularly licensed teachers teaching in the New York City public
schools totaling fewer than 500 (Liem, 1971). These small numbers demonstrate a lack of
commitment both to hiring Hispanics and promoting bilingualism through bilingual education
for Spanish-speaking students. Aside from P.S. 25, P.S. 211 and P.S. 1, only a limited number of
additional bilingual education programs were offered in 1969-70. They consisted of one or two
classes in a school or consultative services by a bilingual teacher in a few elementary and junior
high schools (Liem, 1971). The New York City Council Against Poverty and the Puerto Rican
Committee on Educational Policies advocated for a special Title I program which began in 1967.
Through this program, the Office of Personnel of the Board of Education set a goal of recruiting
and training one hundred graduate and one hundred undergraduate bilingual Spanish speaking
candidates for teaching licenses, and ten for guidance counselor licenses in 1969-70 (Liem,
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1971). In spite of P.S. 25’s success in educating bilingual students, the Board of Education did
not seek to replicate its model on a large scale for the benefit of bilingual students.
Once federal Title VII funding started arriving, the controversial nature of P.S. 25 only
intensified. Because the school received money from the federal government, its program and
goals suddenly became very political. Many people said that the government should not be
funding these kinds of programs. Hernán LaFontaine described their thinking: “(t)hese aren’t
American programs…They saw it as the United States government is helping pay for these
illegal programs for immigrants” (personal communication, January 10, 2013).
Nonetheless, Title VII funding facilitated the propagation of the bilingual education
program that P.S. 25 pioneered on a modest scale throughout New York City. For the 19711972 school year, just three years after the inception of P.S. 25, the Board of Education
submitted proposals for 25 new bilingual education programs in schools throughout New York
City. (See Appendix K). LaFontaine noted that like P.S. 25, many Title VII-funded programs
conceived of bilingual education not just in terms of teaching language minority children in
Spanish and English, but as a developmental program teaching Spanish as a second language to
English-speaking children as well (LaFontaine, 1971).
Starting From Scratch
Pioneering a new bilingual/bicultural pedagogy while facing obstacles and opposition
created a sense of community among the administrators, teachers and staff at P.S. 25.
Participants recognized that they were part of a new experiment and the excitement this
generated permeated all aspects of the school’s operation. All the new teachers who came
aboard had a common belief in the project, and this shared conviction united them.
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Because few blueprints existed for them to copy or use, everyone had to use their own
ideas to craft original curriculum and materials. Freebbie Rivera recalls, “People wrote
curriculum, books. We created our own materials most of the time. It was a lot of work and a
lot of fun” (personal communication, December 12, 2016). Dahlia Tully cut out pictures at home
to make her own sentence strips and sentence patterns. She believes that creating her own
materials made her a better teacher, because she had to think thoroughly about how and what she
was teaching (personal communication, May 8, 2013).
Starting the school from scratch gave the teachers a singular sense of mission; they knew
that they were in the vanguard of something exceptional that could potentially revolutionize the
education of Puerto Rican, Latino and other students studying in urban contexts. Teaching was
more than a job; it was a cause. This awareness generated an extraordinary level of camaraderie,
enthusiasm and creativity. Migdalia Romero commented on this special feeling among the
faculty and staff at P.S. 25: “Certainly it was the fact that this was an innovative program. We
felt we were on the cusp of something” (personal communication, October 7, 2015). Sonia Nieto
said, “My colleagues and I knew there was something special about P.S. 25: there was a palpable
sense of adventure among us” (Nieto, 2015, p. 157). Muriel Pagán remarked, “We knew we
were in the forefront of something and for that reason we worked very hard. We worked on
different levels – our own jobs, politics, the community,…building the leaders for the future
(personal communication, February 19, 2013). Evelyn Colón added,
The staff was young. We came to the school because we believed in the cause of the
school, we believed in the basic principles of the school, and there was a very, very
strong sense of camaraderie and a very strong sense of purpose in what we wanted to
accomplish in the school. It was really quite special because… we knew we were
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pioneers….And we were all very committed to the mission of the school and we believed
in bilingual education….We had good leadership and then we had this feeling of we’ve
got to accomplish this because we’ve got to prove that this works…It was a new staff and
we all went through the paces together of learning..what to do in this school. So it was a
very special time (personal communication, October 27, 2014.)
Research confirms the efficacy of P.S. 25’s approach to enacting educational reform from
many viewpoints. Educational researchers remind us it is easier to implement reforms when they
are introduced as they were at P.S. 25, in a brand new context, rather than simply as
replacements of previous structures. Tyack and Cuban (1995) wrote, “When reforms have come
in staccato succession, they often have brought incoherence or uncomfortable tensions. They
have unsettled the balance between different forms of decision making. They have introduced
progressive notions of meeting the developmental needs of each individual student in a system
geared to batch-processing. They have made new demands of time and effort on heavily
burdened teachers” (p. 83). In starting as a brand new school, P.S. 25’s leaders were able to
realize their goals for the school almost exactly as they envisioned them.
The literature on policy change effectiveness suggests that when teachers understand the
rationale for the change and take part in its design, the reforms have much more staying power
than when they are dictated autocratically from above (Cuban, 1984; Rousmaniere, 1997; Tyack
& Cuban, 1995). Otherwise, behind closed doors they can quietly sabotage the reforms. This
may account for the success of P.S. 25, where teachers were included in the planning and bought
into the reform process from the school’s inception.
Research also suggests that lasting reforms may require a broad social movement that
wins the support of parents, school boards, and the community more generally (Tyack & Cuban,
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1995). As discussed in the preceding chapters, such was the case at P.S. 25. P.S. 25 represented
the rare case where change was adapted to reflect local knowledge and needs, and therefore, its
bilingual/bicultural program was implemented as intended and not altered. The teachers who
came to teach at P.S. 25 did so on a voluntary basis and felt overwhelmingly positive about the
new program they were pioneering. They knew that they were part of a cutting-edge experiment
in keeping with a community’s desires for the education of its children that reflected a larger
national movement. They jumped in with enthusiasm to ensure not only that the experiment
succeed, but that it surpass all expectations. And finally, strong, visionary leadership, key to
lasting reform was an element present at P.S. 25 in the initial leadership of Hernán LaFontaine
and Luis Cartagena (Cuban, 1984; Semel, 1992; Semel, 1999; Semel & Sadovnik, 2008).
Evaluation of the School and Its Model
(T)here is a strong feeling that bilingual education may be the single
most significant pedagogical innovation in our many attempts to
improve and enrich the lives of our Spanish speaking youngsters in
the city and the nation. There can be no guarantee of success nor
should there be any expectations of instant miracles, but there should
be an air of optimism which will encourage and stimulate the efforts
of those involved.
--(Hernán LaFontaine, 1969, p. 340)
Seven months after the school’s inception, Hernán LaFontaine engaged in a preliminary
analytical evaluation of P.S. 25’s school program. Based on the following subjective measures,
he judged the school program to be enjoying some degree of success. First, there was an
excellent rapport between teachers and pupils so that disciplinary problems were virtually
nonexistent. Second, Spanish-speaking children, including those newly arrived, were actively
engaging in their classroom work, as were the majority of the other children enrolled. Compared
with the status of education in other schools in the city, and especially ones where no
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modifications were made for Spanish-speaking children, this could be seen as a major
achievement. Third, the parents and other community members were welcome at any time in the
school, and freely expressed their opinions on school matters to teachers and supervisors. They
universally declared their enthusiastic support for the school. Fourth, teachers collaborated in
educational experimentation and their findings mattered in shaping the entirety of the school
program. Finally, pupil attendance was increasing and student turnover was limited to those
moving far away (LaFontaine, 1969).
LaFontaine recounted an incident that suggests the intangible factors in a culturally
pluralistic school’s success:
A mother bringing her son to be admitted to a New York City public school for
the first time, entered the principal’s office. While she spoke to the principal the
boy stared constantly at the wall until finally he could contain himself no longer.
Spontaneously, he cried out, “Mami, mira un retrato de Vieques!” His chest fairly
stuck out as he proudly announced that Vieques was his hometown. There was no
mistaking the effect on this youngster of that picture on the principal’s wall (1969,
p. 340.)
It would be impossible to trace the educational trajectories of the graduates of P.S. 25 to
evaluate the school’s effect on the future academic success of its students, since they attended
different middle schools and high schools and their divergent paths were not tracked (Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, November 3, 2016). Nevertheless, because of its
experimental nature, several preliminary studies were conducted on the school and it became the
subject of a few doctoral dissertations. A team of researchers working for the Board of
Education conducted tests and distributed surveys to assess the effectiveness of the bilingual
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program on kindergarten, first and second grade children for the 1969-1970 academic year, The
Bilingual School’s second year.28 The study was conceived as a three-year longitudinal study,
from September 1969-June 1972. However, not all of the expected funding came through and it
is not known if the final two years of the study were ever completed.
To determine the relative effectiveness of bilingual education on reading and arithmetic
achievement in grades 1 and 2, two schools in the immediate vicinity of P.S. 25 were selected to
serve as comparison populations for grades 1-2. At the beginning and end of the 1969-1970
academic year, the Inter-American Tests of General Ability for corresponding grade levels in
reading and math were administered at P.S. 25 (the experimental school) and at the two control
schools. Initial mean scores were not significantly different in grades K-2 in the control schools
and P.S. 25, showing comparable general abilities. Among the findings, the study showed that
Spanish dominant children outperformed English dominant children in reading and math at P.S.
25 as well as Spanish-dominant children in the control schools. And while boys at P.S. 25
performed equally well in reading across the board regardless of language dominance, Spanishdominant females consistently outperformed English-dominant females. “It is clear throughout
the data that Spanish dominant children at P.S. 25 are achieving at high levels” (Horner et. al.,
1971, p. 55).
The findings also indicated that English-dominant first and second graders in the control
schools scored higher in reading than did the English-dominant second graders at P.S. 25 and
Spanish-dominant children in their own schools. This latter finding may reflect the fact that the
process of achieving academic development in the majority language may take considerably
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Kramer, and Vivian M. Horner as Evaluation Director.
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longer in the bilingual setting, but eventually elementary school students in late-exit bilingual
programs close the gap with mainstream students taught in English (Cummins, 2000).
Ultimately, the findings are not significant because they do not reflect the results of a
longitudinal study but merely one year’s instruction and testing results. Also, the authors
acknowledge that unassessed socioeconomic factors could have influenced school factors. The
authors of the report recognize that academic skills in the mother tongue and the second
language take considerable time to develop and that no conclusive determination about the result
of bilingual instruction at P.S. 25 could be reached after only one year of instruction.
The authors of the study acknowledged the academic benefits of bilingual education as
well as the non-academic ones, such as “improved self-confidence, self-image, and participation
in community affairs” that will develop with time (Horner et. al., 1971, p. 56). The report served
mostly to suggest interesting questions for future research: 1) Do English dominant students at
P.S. 25 catch up with their peers in monolingual English control schools over time? 2) Does the
significant superiority in both reading and math skills exhibited by the Spanish dominant
children at P.S. 25 over their Spanish dominant peers at the monolingual control schools
decrease, increase or stay the same? And 3) Does the bilingual education at P.S. 25 foster
second language acquisition in oral, reading and academic skills more than in the monolingual
setting? Inconclusive findings aside, the tentative assessment in the Board of Educationsponsored study of P.S. 25 in its second year of existence was overwhelmingly positive. David
Levy, Executive Assistant to District 7 Superintendents Friedman and Rodriguez concurred:
“We found that they were doing as well or better than kids who were not in a bilingual school”
(David Levy, personal communication, November 10, 2014).
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Another outside team of evaluators conducted a report on the Bilingual School based on
test scores of third, fourth and fifth graders during the 1972-1973 school year as part of an
evaluation of Title VII programs in District 7. While the findings of their 133-page report are
too numerous to list, a few stand out. They discovered an incongruity in students’ vocabulary
knowledge in both languages and their reading comprehension. Most students, whether their
dominant language was English or Spanish, had higher vocabulary scores in Spanish and higher
comprehension scores in English (Chapline & Oxman, 1973). The overall achievement of P.S.
25 students compared quite favorably to students in two comparison schools, with math
achievement notably higher. The only area where they lagged behind the other schools was in
reading speed. The evaluation also pointed to steady increases over time in student achievement.
In sum, the evaluators concluded “As a group, then, the students in P.S. 25 performed as well in
English as students in the comparison school, despite the inclusion of the scores of many newly
arrived Spanish-dominant students in P.S. 25” (Chapline & Oxman, 1973, p. 61).
Parents sent their children to P.S. 25 on a voluntary basis. At the end of each year, the
parents were told “If you want to transfer you can.” In a measure of its success, after six years of
operation, never less than 96% of parents opted to keep their children in the school. And of
those who left, many did so because they moved (Kihss, 1975, p. 64). As part of their evaluative
study of the Bilingual School in October 1969, Horner et. al. administered a questionnaire in
Spanish and English to 101 parents of children enrolled in grades K-2 at the Bilingual School.
The results of the questionnaire offer a detailed portrait of a sample of these motivated parents
who voluntarily opted to send their children to this bilingual/bicultural experimental school in its
initial years.
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The average parent who completed the questionnaire was female (85%), born in Puerto
Rico (96%), and between the ages of 25 and 35. Just under half had lived on the mainland
United States for over ten years (47%), and 66% for more than five years. The parents in the
sample usually had three or more children, with the average family size consisting of five
members. In the majority of these families, the father of one or more of the children was present
in the home (58%) (Horner et. al., 1971, p. 48).
Sixty-two percent (62%) of the parents sampled reported they enrolled their children in
P.S. 25 so that they would learn both English and Spanish. Furthermore, eighty-one percent
(81%) of the parents believed their children would have an easier time learning in a school where
English and Spanish were spoken. Only twenty-nine percent (29%) listed as the reason for
enrollment in P.S. 25 that it was the school closest to their home (Horner et. al., 1971, p. 48).
Through the questionnaire, the researchers determined that for most of the mothers who
worked, both English and Spanish were necessary on the job, with 40% reporting that they only
spoke English on the job (Horner et. al., 1971, p. 51). In contrast, 23% of the men reported
speaking only or mainly Spanish at work, 38% reported speaking equal amounts of Spanish and
English, and only 18% reported speaking only English on the job. As for the parents’ own
education, 73% of the mothers and 70% of the fathers were educated only or mainly in Spanish
(Horner et. al., 1971, p. 51).
The study also provided a snapshot of parents’ language usage and patterns of language
shift across generations. Seventy-seven percent (77%) of the parents reported speaking only
Spanish or mainly in Spanish (67%) to each other, but in speaking to children, just forty-one
percent (41%) used only Spanish (Horner et. al., 1971, p. 50). Nineteen percent (19%) spoke
mainly in Spanish to their children, while twenty-nine percent (29%) spoke equal amounts of
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Spanish and English. When children spoke to parents, forty percent (40%) spoke equally in
Spanish and English, fourteen percent (14%) spoke in English only, nine percent (9%) spoke
mainly English while only thirty-five percent (35%) used primarily or only Spanish (Horner et.
al., 1971, p. 50). In conversation with each other, forty-three percent (43%) of children spoke
only or mainly English, thirty-one percent (31%) spoke Spanish and English equally, and merely
twenty-five percent (25%) spoke only or mainly in Spanish. We can see a shift in culture of P.S.
25 parents to children from communication primarily in Spanish to bilingual communication
(Horner et. al., 1971, p. 50).
A qualitative measure of the school’s success is the reactions of its former students. One
former student, Ana Molina, recounts her gratitude to Luis Cartagena and P.S. 25:
He made me who I am today. We came from Ecuador without knowing a word of
English. We had culture shock. He made us feel so welcome. In one year we learned
how to speak English…Twice a year there would be a performance for the school and he
had me and my two sisters dress in Incan dress and do Incan dances for the whole
school…We formed lifelong friends there…It was a very special place. We were very
lucky” (personal communication, July 24, 2013.)
Many students expressed their feelings about P.S. 25 in writing in the school’s fifteenth
anniversary journal published in 1983. Wilma Silva of the class of 1974 declared: “I loved 25.
That was my favorite school. I learned both languages, Spanish and English. I wish I can go
back.” Another student, Miguelina Peguero of the class of 1976 shared, “It was like a family.
Everyone knew you. It was great! Those were the best years of my life.” Ondina Ramírez, who
completed the sixth grade at P.S. 25 in 1969, stated, “Bilingual to me means two languages, two
cultures and the right to be proud that I am of Puerto Rican origin.”
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Students remember teachers they had twenty or twenty-five years ago. Nadine Soria
recalls one such reunion: “A couple of weeks ago, I was walking down the street. A guy passed
by in a car and he started honking, honking, honking and he yelled at me ‘P.S. 25! P.S. 25!’ He
didn’t remember my name but he recognized me. We run into people all the time, all the time”
(personal communication, May 8, 2013).
In 1970, Harvey Scribner became New York City Schools Chancellor and in 1971, he
created a citywide Commission on Bilingual Education. He asked Luis Cartagena to serve as a
member of the Commission, which recommended the creation of a Bilingual Office within the
Board of Education. The Board agreed and offered LaFontaine the position of director. At
approximately the same time, the District 7 Community School Board offered him the position
of Local School Superintendent. However, LaFontaine decided to turn down this job offer in
favor of the position at the Board of Education central office because he believed it would
provide him with a wider platform to disseminate the new model of
bilingual/bicultural/community education he had honed, tested and perfected at P.S. 25 (Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, January 10, 2013).
The Office of Bilingual Education, like P.S. 25, did not materialize in a vacuum out of
the good will of the Board of Education. The Puerto Rican community continued to mobilize
around the demand that all of their children receive bilingual education, and put pressure on New
York institutions and politicians accordingly. Responding to this community pressure, in 1972,
Senator Jacob K. Javits of New York deplored the reading level and dropout rate of Puerto Rican
students and accused the New York City school system of denying students of Puerto Rican
origin “equal educational opportunities” (Maeroff, 1972). On July 19, 1972, the federal
government announced that it was initiating an investigation into Javits’ charges. The opening
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of the Office of Bilingual Education in September 1972 was timed perfectly to thwart the federal
investigation.
In September 1972, LaFontaine became the first Director of the New York City Center
for Bilingual Education, at the Board of Education under the purview of the Office of Planning
and Support.29 With his appointment began a fruitful cross-fertilization between P.S. 25 staff
and the larger bilingual education project in New York City. At the central Board, LaFontaine
and his staff replicated the P.S. 25 library and set up a Resource Center with bilingual
materials.iii Over time it grew to have substantial holdings. After he left, Awilda Orta took his
place and the Office of Bilingual Education moved into a new space at 131 Livingston Street.
Aurea Rodríguez also went to work for the Board of Education as Director of Curriculum in the
Office of Bilingual Education, where she oversaw the Resource Center. LaFontaine recalls,
“Their Resource Center…was a larger version of what we had at P.S. 25.” (Hernán LaFontaine,
personal communication, July 6, 2016). Through the auspices of the Office of Bilingual
Education at the Board of Education, LaFontaine and his staff initially were able to carry out
their vision of promulgating the additive bilingual/bicultural education model pioneered at P.S.
25. But in 1974 a mandate from above, the Aspira Consent Decree, would change the nature of
their work entirely. (See Chapter 7 for a discussion of the Aspira Consent Decree’s effect on
bilingual education in New York).
Conclusion
The Bilingual School started from scratch rather than attempting to impose reform on an
already existing institution, as occurred in the community control experimental districts. P.S. 25
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Bilingual Education.

238

attracted and selected the teachers that they wanted, designed their own curriculum, and created
their own school culture. Beginning as it did with a clean slate gave the project a much greater
likelihood of success (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). In addition, the leadership of the founding
principal, Hernán LaFontaine, was a major factor in the school’s durability: he was exceptionally
committed, capable, open and humane. He was not afraid of taking on the Board of Education
aggressively to get things done, even suing them on one occasion (Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, October 27, 2014). In the atmosphere of trust and confidence that LaFontaine
created, teachers at P.S. 25 assimilated his vision and gladly collaborated in its realization. As we
shall see in Chapter 6, Luis Cartagena, who succeeded LaFontaine as principal, would build on
this foundation. The respect that LaFontaine garnered for his leadership at P.S. 25 led the Board
to offer him the reins of the new Office of Bilingual Education, a position from which
LaFontaine hoped to disseminate P.S. 25’s bilingual education throughout the city. As I will
delineate in Chapter 7, the Aspira Consent Decree would put a curb on these well-laid plans.
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Chapter 6: Leadership

Introduction
P.S. 25 was undertaking the new experiment in bilingual/bicultural community-centered
schooling at the same time that the Board of Education’s bureaucracy was at its peak. In the
1960s bureaucrats were famous for blocking every possibility of change, especially in regard to
school integration and community control, even as they gave lip service to change. One of the
main factors that allowed P.S. 25 to thrive, even as other community-control experiments in New
York City were being thwarted, was its leadership.
I have pointed out that P.S. 25 was led by exceptional, charismatic leaders with a clear
vision of the pedagogic goals of the school: Principals Hernán LaFontaine (1968-1972) and Luis
Cartagena (1972-1993), and an extraordinarily committed assistant principal, Muriel Pagán
(1968-1977). Their receptivity to others’ innovations and suggestions was remarkable, and
reflected self-confidence and supreme trust in their teachers and a commitment to their
community. Whereas many administrators are threatened by parents and teachers, they were
unique in their openness to participation by everybody. They encouraged parents, teachers and
paras to innovate. The trust they bestowed on others in turn led to their popularity and others’
willingness to continue to invest in the school. The school’s creativity and innovation was taking
place at the same time as the physical and economic destruction of the South Bronx was
happening in the 1970s.
A unique aspect of the leadership of the two principals was that they encouraged new
leadership. P.S. 25 became the spawning ground for new education leaders and the proliferation
of bilingual education projects in the city and beyond. Participants in the P.S. 25 experiment,
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such as Sonia Nieto and Hernán LaFontaine, went on to leave indelible marks on the field of
bilingual and multicultural education nationally.
LaFontaine and Cartagena
LaFontaine modeled a unique type of leadership for a school principal. In the spirit of
the civil rights movement, he promoted participation from parents as well as teachers. Rather
than adopting a top-down leadership style, he continuously sought input from teachers as well as
the community. He wanted to produce leaders, and he succeeded. A kind of collective
leadership emerged at P.S. 25 thanks to LaFontaine’s visionary ability. LaFontaine formed a
cabinet consisting of the Assistant Principal, the Title VII Coordinator, and the Early Childhood
Coordinator. He also had team leaders who represented each grade. The cabinet and the team
leaders had regular meetings (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014).
Others in the civil rights movement encouraged this style of collective leadership, including Ella
Baker (Ransby, 2005). The administrators worked as a team and presented a united front even
when they had private disagreements. Muriel Pagán revealed that “We (Pagán and Cartagena)
would have arguments behind closed doors but we’d come out as if we were one. Otherwise you
have no power. We’d have to be one. If I did something wrong you tell me, and if you do
something wrong, I’ll tell you. We worked like that” (Muriel Pagán, personal communication,
May 8, 2013).
LaFontaine had a gift for putting people in positions for which their talents were best
suited and not just letting them work in the positions where they wanted to work. Migdalia
Romero explains: “Hernán was adamant about [needing] to use [one’s] stronger language. He
gave [teachers] responsibilities that allowed them to use their Spanish but it wasn’t going to be in
charge of a class… I remember one teacher named Elaine. She had been in the Peace Corps and
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spoke Spanish haltingly. And she wanted to teach in a Spanish-dominant class because she
wanted to improve her Spanish. And he insisted that ‘For the Spanish kids I want the best
Spanish model’” (Migdalia Romero, personal communication, October 7, 2015). Freebbie
Rivera was hired as a Science teacher, but he had a license to teach Spanish as well as Art: “At
P.S. 25, I would teach whatever LaFontaine chose. LaFontaine alternated our strengths in a
positive way” (Freebbie Rivera, personal communication, December 12, 2016). Although born
into a Puerto Rican family, Migdalia Romero did not speak Spanish fluently. But she studied
Linguistics at NYU, and LaFontaine allowed her to become a Spanish as a Second Language
teacher. She agrees with LaFontaine’s assessment: “Teaching Spanish as a Second Language
made me comfortable. You know, I didn’t have to be as fluent. I couldn’t be in front of a class
of all Spanish-speaking, Spanish-dominant kids because they would laugh at me” (Migdalia
Romero, personal communication, October 7, 2015).
Both LaFontaine and Cartagena were skilled at working with people and for persuasively
nudging them to do what they wanted them to do. Cartagena liked giving teachers new
suggestions to try in the classroom (Muriel Pagán, personal communication, April 8, 2013). He
had a knack for talking to teachers and getting them to leave of their own volition when they
were not suited for teaching. Muriel Pagán remembers, “He had a way, rather than writing them
up, he knew how to talk to them and get them out. I don’t know how” (personal communication,
April 8, 2013). As Luis Cartagena himself explained: “I told one lady, ‘I think you would be
better as a nurse than a teacher’” (Luis Cartagena, personal communication, April 8, 2013). She
then willingly resigned.
Sonia Nieto describes how after her third year at P.S. 25, LaFontaine called her into his
office to offer her the job of head of summer school. Although she felt unqualified for the job he
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reassured her that he had total faith in her and would support her in any way she needed. She
feels grateful to him for seeing her potential and pushing her to do work beyond her comfort
zone (Nieto, 2015). This episode with Nieto gives an indication of how LaFontaine as a leader
developed the leadership qualities in those who worked for him. LaFontaine and Cartagena’s
leadership style promoted collaborative participation and team spirit at P.S. 25. As one teacher
described, “They weren’t just bosses, they were part of us. ‘Let’s work together, let’s plan
together, what’s your suggestion? How would you like it to be done? Let’s consult some more’”
(Freebbie Rivera, personal communication, December 12, 2016). Nadine Soria commented, “It
was leadership. It was not dictatorship – it was not do what I say and that’s it….And it was
leadership because they brought people together and heard their ideas but they had their
vision….They made us buy into it. We became invested in that vision” (personal
communication, May 8, 2013).
LaFontaine and Cartagena displayed an uncommon level of openness and trust in the
faculty. LaFontaine was unique in his receptivity to others’ innovations and suggestions. If a
teacher wanted to try a new approach, he would say, “Write me a proposal.” If it made sense, he
accepted it. In this way, he allowed a teacher, Leslie Stein, to start an open classroom at P.S. 25,
a pedagogy that came into vogue in U.S. schools in the late 1960s and early 1970s where
students moved from work station to work station.30 Sonia Nieto opines that LaFontaine’s

30

Open classrooms (also called open education) was a branch of progressive education that began in England. It
sought to foster the natural ways in which humans learned. In the United States, it took the form of student-centered
and primarily non-structured classrooms where students learned by doing. In classrooms that resembled a home
setting more than a traditional classroom, students sat on rugs and would move from one “learning center” to
another. See Weber, L. (1976). Introduction in Dropkin, R. & Tobier, A. (Eds.). (1976) in Roots of open education
in America. New York: The City College Workshop Center for Open Education, pp. 1-6 and Cuban, L. (2009,
December 5) Fad or tradition: The case of the open classroom. https://larrycuban.wordpress.com/2009/12/05/fador-tradition-the-case-of-the-open-classroom/ Downloaded on 3/29/17.
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openness to this teacher’s suggestion is an important story that indicates his willingness to let
teachers become leaders and make change. She states, “That was a great principal” (Sonia Nieto,
personal communication, March 14, 2015).
By the time Cartagena became principal in 1972, he allowed teachers to choose
whichever form of classroom they preferred, open or traditional (von Maltitz, 1975). Jacqueline
García, who entered the school in 1991 as a new ESL and Science teacher while Cartagena was
still principal, remembers the special quality of trust in teachers’ initiatives that made Cartagena
a master principal and the school a great place to work: “I told Cartagena that I would like to
have animals in my classroom. He asked me, ‘What do you want to have animals in your
classroom for?’ I told him that I would like for the children to observe them, to do experiments,
etc. He said, ‘Go ahead’” (Jacqueline García, personal communication, June 14, 2016). Dahlia
Tully recalls, “We were trusted as teachers, trusted to the point that when we closed that door
behind us, we weren’t questioned about what we were doing. He told us, ‘This is your domain.
You should make sure that you do well. I’m not going to be constantly watching you”’ (personal
communication, May 8, 2013).
The trust between teachers and administration and the mutual commitment to bilingual
education and the success of the school became such that teachers would inform the principal
right away if a new teacher was not up to their standards. Because classrooms were close to each
other, teachers heard the amount of noise and the amount of teaching going on in the next room.
In addition, students often confided in former teachers when another teacher was not teaching
them anything. As Nadine Soria explained: “If there’s a teacher that’s not working out, that
impacts everybody. You’ll have to pick up that slack because you’re eventually going to get
those kids. And they’re going to impact on the overall average of the school” (Nadine Soria,
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personal communication, May 8, 2013). However, UFT chapter chairs at P.S. 25 would defend
teachers strongly when they felt the principal was in the wrong (Dahlia Tully, personal
communication, May 8, 2013; Nadine Soria, personal communication, May 8, 2013).
Teacher observations at P.S. 25 were intended to make teachers more effective, not to
punish, penalize or humiliate them. Dahlia Tully describes what happened when the principals
would come to observe her class: “Sometimes he would come in, and the kids would say, ‘Good
morning, Mr. Cartagena.’ And he would sit in the back of the room with a little notebook and
say, ‘I like what’s going on here.’ And he would be part of it, take part in what was going on….
And of course I was never put down. If something was going to be said, there was a little note,
‘meet me at such and such a time to discuss this.’ Never in front of the children, never in front
of the other teachers. I learned there if you want teachers to produce for you, treat them like
human beings” (personal communication, May 8, 2013).
LaFontaine was a hands-on principal who was on top of everything that went on in the
school. He would regularly stop into teachers’ classrooms to see how well they were
implementing the school’s bilingual teaching model: “And I remember once he visited me…
and they had the strict program…I think it was the morning one language and the afternoon
another…But it was clear there were lines of demarcation when English was used and Spanish
was used…He would just pop into classrooms like that. He walked in and he said, ‘What time is
it?’ And that was his way of telling me ‘You’re teaching in the wrong language. He was a
hands-on principal. Definitely.” (Migdalia Romero, personal communication, October 7, 2015).
Furthermore, the principals boosted teachers’ confidence with constant encouragement.
LaFontaine took the time to write personal notes to teachers. Sonia Nieto recalls one note he
wrote to her after the completion of the first schoolyear, “Thanks for your outstanding efforts in
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making our new program a success.” It made her feel extremely happy and reaffirmed as a
teacher (Nieto, 2015, p. 163). He went out of his way to further teachers’ professional
development, inviting them to meetings at the district office and to hear speakers in the budding
field of bilingual education. Nieto says of LaFontaine, “I’ve had several important mentors over
the years. Hernán LaFontaine has certainly been key among them. His support during the four
years I was at P.S. 25 not only helped me grow as a teacher, but also increased my selfassurance” (Nieto, 2015, p.167).
The school’s mission was to make students able to have different levels of mastery of
Spanish and English bilingualism and biliteracy. The teachers took this task seriously and took
enormous pride as students’ bilingualism developed. Migdalia Romero recalls: “I remember
one little kid, Suleiman. I think he had an African background. Just picked up the language like
that. When I went into the classroom I would do my little routine in Spanish. One day I walked
in and I don’t know if it was him or one of the other kids…they were doing [my routine] in
Spanish. It was so gratifying” (Migdalia Romero, personal communication, October 7, 2015).
Years later, after Romero had left P.S. 25, she went back to visit and witnessed her former
student’s progress: “They had a special assembly program. And my Suleiman was now in fourth
grade or fifth grade and he said something in Spanish and his accent was so good. I was so
proud of him” (Migdalia Romero, personal communication, October 7, 2015).
Because the parents chose to send their children to P.S. 25 voluntarily, they were invested
in the bilingual mission just as the teachers were. Luis Cartagena used to tell parents that they
could pay for their kids to go to parochial school to learn another language or they could send
them to P.S. 25 where they would learn another language for free (Luis Cartagena, personal
communication, May 8, 2013). Migdalia Romero remembers one exceptional case: “They were
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there by choice. The school was open to anyone in the community who wanted to participate.
There were a lot of Black students in the area and their parents wanted them to learn Spanish.
Suleiman’s mother wanted him to be there. There was another mother. I will never forget her.
She was the president of the PTA and she was English dominant. Her son was English
dominant. She insisted that her son be put in a Spanish dominant class which was like, shocking.
We all said, ‘That’s against the grain, you know, of teaching in the stronger language first and
developing skills.’ She insisted. And do you know something? That kid came out fully
bilingual because of her insistence. I couldn’t believe it. It was immersion. He got immersion
in Spanish. Hernán was open enough to consider this. Plus, she was very pushy” (Migdalia
Romero, personal communication, October 7, 2015).
Luis Cartagena and the Addition of the Arts
When LaFontaine agreed to take the position of director of the new Office of Bilingual
Education at the central Board of Education office starting in September 1972, an effort began to
find a worthy replacement for him. State Assemblywoman Carmen Arroyo, who was then a
District 7 local community school board member, became actively involved in the process of
selecting a new principal. Arroyo believed that Muriel Pagán should become the next principal,
and went with two school board members to her home in Parkchester to persuade her (Muriel
Pagán, personal communication, February 19, 2013 & October 1, 2013; Carmen Arroyo,
personal communication, May 18, 2012). Carmen Rodriguez, who was then the Superintendent
of District 7, offered Pagán the job, but she declined (Carmen Rodriguez, personal
communication, September 27, 2013). Even though she had passed the principal certification
exam, Pagán did not feel ready and suggested Luis Cartagena. Pagán had another motivation for
her decision – friendship. She thought that it would be easier for her to find another principal job
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than it would for Cartagena, who had arrived from Puerto Rico only a few years earlier. She
figured she would continue as assistant principal while he was principal. (Muriel Pagán,
personal communication, October 1, 2013).
Luis Angel Cartagena was a native of Caguas, Puerto Rico. His childhood was unique,
and left him with an unshakeable self-confidence. When his mother left the island in search of
work, he remained with his grandmother and a widowed uncle. Muriel Pagán describes his
unique situation: “The uncle [adored him] because he didn’t have any children. His wife had
passed away. He was the only child. So he was spoiled to death” (Muriel Pagán, personal
communication, April 8, 2013). Cartagena explains that although poor, he had the wardrobe of a
rich kid because his grandmother would make all of his clothes: “My grandmother’s friends
wanted their grandsons to be like me” (Luis Cartagena, personal communication, April 8, 2013).
He went to the University of Rochester as an undergraduate and later got his Master’s degree
from New York University.
He was one of the initial P.S. 25 teachers recruited in Puerto Rico, and first came in as a
fourth grade science teacher. He decided to apply after reading an ad in the newspaper. The
timing of the recruitment was just right for him. He was getting a divorce from his wife, Nydia,
and he was ready to make a big life change.31 Before coming to P.S. 25 in New York, he served
as a junior high school teacher, ESL high school teacher and a college professor. Of his feelings
about teaching, Cartagena said, “I love to be in the classroom” (Luis Cartagena, personal
communication, April 8, 2013).

31

Cartagena’s daughters were 6 and 7 years old at the time of his divorce. When he moved to New York, he
brought them over every summer.
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As it happened, Title VII funding allowed Cartagena to gain further administrative
experience, giving him the development and preparation necessary to lead P.S. 25. When the
Title VII grant that LaFontaine applied for came through during the 1969-1970 schoolyear,
LaFontaine and Pagán chose Cartagena as coordinator of the grant. Cartagena became Director
of Title VII Programs in the Northeast Region and Director of the Northeast Regional Center of
the Curriculum Adaptation Network for Bilingual/Bicultural Education (CANBBE) located at
P.S. 25. In this position, he travelled throughout the country to see what educators who were
also designing bilingual education and ethnically-relevant curricula for their students were doing.
He met with Cuban Americans, Mexican Americans, and Native Americans. Thanks to Title VII
grants while LaFontaine was still principal of P.S. 25, Cartagena explored and developed
curricular materials for use throughout the United States.
Once a male model, Cartagena was handsome and charismatic. As one of the former
teachers said: “He was a great principal, and he was easy on the eyes!” (Millie Cruz-Fridman,
personal communication, March 8, 2014). After he had begun working at P.S. 25, he one day
passed a billboard with his picture on it in the South Bronx and asked that it be taken down
(Matthew Bevilacqua, personal communication, August 21, 2013; Sonia Nieto, personal
communication, March 14, 2015). An article from El Diario/La Prensa on February 20, 1977
included a photo of Cartagena and referred to him as “Luis A. Cartagena, el joven y guapo
Director de la Escuela Bilingüe Número 25 del Bronx” (p. 32). He built upon the foundation set
by LaFontaine. The same openness, trust and comfortable atmosphere continued with faculty,
staff and parents at P.S. 25 under Cartagena’s leadership. He was principal for twenty-two years,
until 1994. He deepened the already strong commitment to parent participation, creating a
community school in every sense of the world. One mother commented, “Nunca se le vió de mal
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genio. Era una alegría. Nunca había desacuerdo” [“He was never in a bad mood. He was a
delight. There was never any discord”] (Juana Molina, personal communication, July 24, 2013).
(See Appendix R).
Onto the already thriving educational environment, Cartagena added his original stamp
with his appreciation of the arts and community-building activities. When he became principal,
art was put up around the building. Even the bulletin boards had original artwork on them.
Cartagena created a museum of folk art and artifacts that he had collected from Puerto Rico in a
room at the school.32 He called it “An Afro-Hispanic Museum” (Luis Cartagena, personal
communication, April 8, 2013). It contained masks and outfits of the famous Puerto Rican
folkloric characters “vejigantes.” In a creative twist, he appointed students to be “the guardians
of the art,” and designed little badges for students to wear as they rotated in the positions of
“guardian,” “chief” and “manager.” A former student recalls, “He made me the security guard of
the museum. He promoted me and changed my badge from one color to another” (Ana Molina,
personal communication, July 24, 2013). “They wore (the badges) very proudly,” comments
Cartagena (personal communication, April 8, 2013). El Diario/La Prensa published many
articles about P.S. 25. In an article on June 14, 1979, p. 32, El Diario wrote that P.S. 25 was the
“única escuela que tiene su propio museo Afro-Hispánico” (only school that had its own AfroHispanic museum). On June 13, 1984, another New York City Spanish-language newspaper,
Noticias del Mundo, published an article on P.S. 25 which included a picture of Luis Cartagena
holding a vejigante mask.

32

Luis Cartagena was immensely proud of the museum he created. When I visited him in person a couple of
months before his death he asked me: “Have you seen the museum? The only one in the nation. A very unique
museum…That was a beautiful project…We used to do things that nobody else would think of doing” (Luis
Cartagena, personal communication, May 8, 2013).
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Cartagena invited dance troupes, including the Polly Rogers dance group, and Miriam
Colón of the Teatro Rodante Puertorriqueño (Puerto Rican Traveling Theater) to perform for the
students.33 Colón in turn gave Cartagena free tickets to shows of the Teatro Rodante for the
students. “Pura Belpré came constantly,” recalls Cartagena (personal communication, April 8,
2013).34 He hired a music teacher who taught flamenco guitar to the students. “Some of those
kids became fantastic Spanish guitar players,” Dahlia Tully remembers (personal
communication, May 8, 2013). Another teacher taught dance: “And the boys for the first time
didn’t mind dancing. It got to the point where the boys wanted to be part of it. It wasn’t sissy”
(Nadine Soria, personal communication, May 8, 2013). More than the addition of art for art’s
sake, Cartagena employed art and culture in creative and celebratory fashion as a means of
cultivating cohesion and camaraderie in the school. Cultural performances and festivals
continued and thrived and became part of the unique fabric of the school culture (See Appendix
L).
The teachers used participation in these activities, some of which took place in afterschool clubs, as motivation for completion of work and good discipline. Nadine Soria recalls, “I
remember doing a sewing club after school. There was no pay involved. You would stay two or
three days, two or two and a half hours. And you did it because it was fun. You wanted them to
have a skill and to be involved” (personal communication, May 8, 2013). The teachers also

33

Miriam Colón was one of the major promoters of Puerto Rican theater in New York. The theater’s goal was to
perform plays free of charge for poor Puerto Rican communities in the city.
34

Pura Belpré was a writer, librarian and translator of Puerto Rican folktales into English. She was the first Puerto
Rican librarian hired by the New York Public Library. She conducted outreach to the Puerto Rican community by
instituting bilingual story hours, purchasing books in Spanish and initiating celebrations of Puerto Rican holidays.
See Korrol, Virginia Sánchez; Ruiz, Vicki L. (2006). Latinas in the United States: A historical encyclopedia.
Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press. pp. 83–84.
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helped form a P.S. 25 baseball team that competed with other elementary schools in the area
such as P.S. 61 and P.S. 5.
Cartagena was always supportive of teacher and staff initiatives. Mrs. Rodriguez, the
school secretary who was an avid runner suggested forming a running club with the students.
Although it was not the norm to have a secretary lead an after-school club, Cartagena agreed to
support her idea. He sought outside funding from Avon which allowed the club to buy uniforms,
medals and hold many annual runathons in Rice Stadium at Pelham Bay Park beginning in 1979
(See Appendix M). The shirts said “P.S. 25” and helped foment team spirit and pride (Muriel
Pagán, personal communication, April 8, 2013; Luis Cartagena, personal communication, April
8, 2013).
Recalling Cartagena’s leadership, Migdalia Romero comments, “He was very passionate
about his mission and his accomplishments in the school. He was super committed to that
school” (personal communication, October 7, 2015). She also makes particular mention of
Cartagena’s commitment to parental involvement and building community through the arts: “I
know one of the things that Luisito did was build a sense of community. There was one teacher
who was a professional dancer. He got her setting up a dance club, and …it was this communal,
after-school initiative to get people working on things other than academics” (personal
communication, October 7, 2015). Evelina Antonetty and Cartagena were very close. She knew
of and appreciated his work to build community and parental involvement at the Bilingual
School (Muriel Pagán, personal communication, August 25, 2014).
Cartagena dreamed of taking P.S. 25 students to the opera and ballet. The Avon
Foundation again provided the money, and he was able to take students to opera dress rehearsals
at Lincoln Center. He remembered with pride an exchange he had with a woman observing his
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students there: “’How well behaved. What private school are the kids from? Parochial?’ And I
said, ‘No, public school’” (personal communication, April 8, 2013). Although the school was
always short of money, Cartagena recalls that it was a different era with possibilities for raising
funds (personal communication, April 8, 2013). Goya foods gave money to the school, as did
the New York Telephone Company. When Cartagena found out that another school was taking
kids to the circus, he told Dahlia Tully to take her students. She asked, ‘Where are we going to
get the money?’ And he replied, “Don’t worry about it’ (Luis Cartagena, personal
communication, April 8, 2013).
Once there was a special event at the Pan American Hotel. Cartagena picked students up
in his car, took them to the event and brought them home (Ana Molina, personal communication,
July 24, 2013). In the 1970s, the Parents Association at P.S. 25 decided students should wear
uniforms, making P.S. 25 one of the first schools to follow this policy. The Parents Association
bought uniforms for those families who could not afford them.
Cartagena also came up with the idea to have students in the upper grades – fourth, fifth
and sixth - run for student government offices: President, Vice President and Secretary.35
Candidates had to get signatures on petitions. But more importantly than signatures, they needed
to create a whole campaign strategy. The school would conduct grade-wide assemblies with
skits and debates. Candidates had to answer questions by category. In every election, students
would make promises, such as ensuring better lunches in the cafeteria and longer recesses
(Nadine Soria, personal communication, May 8, 2013; Muriel Pagán, personal communication,
May 8, 2013). Of this activity a former teacher recalls, “It was a really happy time in the school.

35

After the school lost the sixth grade as a result of a district decision, the elections took place in the third, fourth
and fifth grades.
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The kids were really into it…I used to tell my sixth graders if they didn’t behave and get better
grades then they couldn’t be part of it. And everyone wanted to be part of it” (Dahlia Tully,
personal communication, May 8, 2013). The contests became very competitive and students
longed to participate. They would put posters all over the school and develop skits to highlight
their candidates. After the elections, the winning candidates would meet with Mr. Cartagena or
the assistant principal.
Thanks to Cartagena’s inspiration, after the student elections, multicultural assemblies
were held. Each class would be assigned a country which they would study in depth, including
its music and dance, and write reports about it. They would eat food from that country. The
countries corresponded to what was in the curriculum for the grade. The whole school would
participate and the parents were involved in preparation for the performances. Dahlia Tully
comments, “They were an extension of the classroom. A little group of parents were there all the
time. So I would come down (to the parents’ office) and say, ‘I need some skirts,’ and there
were some parents who were really handy in that. The parents brought machines and sewed in
the school. The parents were very loyal, very loyal to the school” (personal communication,
May 8, 2013). The final performances would take place in a school-wide assembly held
outdoors. The parents would come and set up beach chairs outside and stay all day to watch all
the classes perform. “They really loved it,” says Tully (personal communication, May 8, 2013)
(See Appendix L).
Cartagena’s fondness for performances led to the idea of having teachers create their own
shows, which they enjoyed doing. Cartagena would help direct all the productions. He became
known throughout District 7 for the plays put on at P.S. 25.
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Parents would create special shows of their own where they would come in and dance
and perform during assembly programs in the auditorium. Cartagena remembers, “The
assemblies were so good. They were like pieces of art” (personal communication, April 8,
2013). All of the teachers cooperated in the production of the assemblies. Many of these artistic
performances took place in June, after the teachers had covered most of the curriculum and
students had taken all the tests. June was a more relaxed month academically, but it was also
extremely hot and there was no air conditioning during those initial years of the Bilingual
School. Nadine Soria recalls: “You would be in the classroom and it would be so hot, especially
after lunch. You couldn’t teach because everyone was dozing off. And you had all these
activities to keep students engaged” (Nadine Soria, personal communication, May 8, 2013).
Several teachers testified to the fact that the artistic performances kept students interested in
coming to school, raising attendance at a time when they otherwise might have stopped
attending. Cartagena understood it was important to teach to the whole child, to engage different
parts of the brain, and for those whose home lives were difficult, to make the school a refuge
(Dahlia Tully, personal communication, May 8, 2013; Nadine Soria, personal communication,
May 8, 2013).
In 1969, before he became principal, Cartagena had initiated and produced a newsletter
called Pioneros at P.S. 25. In the newsletter, Cartagena regularly appeared in photos together
with members of the Parents Association. “This was perhaps an influence from his experience in
Puerto Rico,” opined Muriel Pagán (personal communication, August 25, 2014). In part, his
decision to recruit teachers from Puerto Rico was based on his desire to maintain the Puerto
Rican character of P.S. 25.
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LaFontaine and Pagán had created a non-judgmental, encouraging yet rigorous
atmosphere to help teachers develop to their fullest potential. Teachers had to be exceedingly
well prepared because every Monday they had to hand in their weekly plan book and homework
assignments. Pagán would read teachers’ lesson plans and make suggestions as to how to
improve them. She would then return the lesson plans to the teachers with material they could
use to make a better lesson. Cartagena built upon this collaboration. According to teachers, he
was never in his office. He would regularly come into classrooms to see what teachers were
doing. He would always leave a note, such as, “Good lesson. This needs an accent” or “I have
something to add…” (Dahlia Tully, personal communication, May 8, 2013; Nadine Soria,
personal communication, May 8, 2013).
Luis Cartagena prioritized recognition of the accomplishments and contributions of
students and teachers, a touch that increased school spirit and boosted morale. When he was
principal, students were awarded a trophy for best attendance. And more unusually, teachers
were recognized as well. Dahlia Tully recalls,
I was surprised. We all were. He (Luis) got together with parents and said, ‘We’re going
to recognize the teachers for their work here. Their excellence. The work they do.’
They brought us to the auditorium. The parents presented us (crying)…. For the first
time I really felt important. And I said, “Man, I never thought I was going to be awarded
for a job I loved. Because if you love your job you don’t need to be awarded. But all of
a sudden the parents presented us...It was a beautiful skit that they did for us. And each
of us was awarded a plaque. And I still have it on my wall. ‘Thank you for your 20
years of service to us and to the children and our school.’ And I thought that was very
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important because every once in a while you need to be told you’re okay. And that’s not
happening today (Dahlia Tully, personal communication, May 8, 2013.)
Nadine Soria admits that she stayed for thirty-five years at P.S. 25 because she loved her job. It
was the recognition by the administration and the parents, as well as the special sharing that took
place between the entire school community, that made the school “amazing” to her.
Cartagena, like LaFontaine before him, always promoted teachers’ advancement. Mario
Pecunia, who worked at P.S. 25 from 1972-1982 as a teacher and then a guidance counselor,
remembers that Cartagena did not want to lose him, but graciously agreed to sign a release form
when he asked for a transfer. Comments Pecunia, “He was an eternally noble man. He held
nobody back. He was always supportive” (personal communication, August 21, 2013).
When former P.S. 25 guidance counselor Aida Rosa went to work at the District 7 office,
she became Project Director of the Potentially Gifted Bilingual Program for the district and
helped bring a gifted and talented program to P.S. 25 while Cartagena was principal. José
Serrano, then a member of the New York State Assembly, helped secure the funding for the
program (Dahlia Tully, personal communication, May 8, 2013).
P.S. 25 had many outstanding students, and some went on to such schools as Hunter
College High School and Harvard. Nadine Soria commented on the effect of bilingual/bicultural
education on their success: “A lot of the valedictorians who are in the high schools now are kids
who started in the Bilingual School. Just knowing two languages you can think and process just
a little bit differently. They are very successful in school when given the chance” (personal
communication, May 8, 2013). Other students pursued prominent careers as judges, and one,
Abraham Rodriguez, Jr., became an award-winning writer. A member of the Nuyorican
Movement, Rodriguez’ stories take place in the South Bronx where he spent his youth. Linda

257

Falcón had been teaching at P.S. 25 for three years when Rodriguez entered her fifth grade class
in 1972. She recalls, “He really was gifted and stood out even then” (personal communication,
August 21, 2013). Falcón’s sister, Eileen Santiago, remembers, “He was already a talented
writer at ten years old” (personal communication, July 24, 2013).36 His book, titled after the
short story, The Boy Without A Flag, won New York Times Notable Book of the Year in 1993.
Acknowledging her importance in his life, Rodriguez dedicated his award-winning story, which
takes place in P.S. 25 to his teacher: “To Ms. Linda Falcón, wherever she is” (Rodriguez, 1999,
p. 11).
The students respected their school, the principal and the teachers, and this attitude was
reflected in their behavior outside of school. Dahlia Tully recalled the strict discipline the
teachers exacted and attributed it to parental attitudes and cooperation: “Children knew what the
consequences were. The parents wouldn’t take their child’s word. It was what the teachers said.
If the teacher said this then it was true” (personal communication, May 8, 2013).
Whereas the younger teachers who had just graduated from college were somewhat
intimidated by LaFontaine, when Cartagena became principal, they saw him more as a peer and
an equal since he had originally been part of the teaching staff (Nadine Soria, personal
communication, May 8, 2013; Dahlia Tully, personal communication, May 8, 2013). But more
than age, another fundamental difference between LaFontaine and Cartagena underlined their
leadership styles: LaFontaine had been raised in New York City and Cartagena had been raised
in Puerto Rico. Muriel Pagán believed that Cartagena’s love for and incorporation of Puerto
Rican culture into the school from the earliest grades reflected the education that was common in
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Eileen Santiago, PhD, is Linda Falcon’s sister. She became principal of a school in Westchester County.
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Puerto Rico and that he had received (Muriel Pagán, personal communication, May 8, 2013).
Dahlia Tully echoed that sentiment, and said that her mother, born and raised in Puerto Rico,
agreed: “My mother thought he was the most wonderful man on earth. She said, ‘Oh, he thinks
that school should be the way it was just like when I was a child’” (Dahlia Tully, personal
communication, May 8, 2013). Nadine Soria commented, “Luis was raised in Puerto Rico and
brought Puerto Rican education to New York” (personal communication, May 8, 2013).
The school had its share of challenges. The South Bronx during the 1970s became
synonymous with urban decay. Landlords set buildings on fire to collect insurance, and whole
blocks became burned-out scenes more like a war zone than a thriving residential community.
LaFontaine remembers, “When we started we were a school..with a bunch of tenement buildings
behind us. When I left, all this was gone. No buildings back there. Families started moving out
of the area” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014). During
Cartagena’s term as principal, the school population of P.S. 25 began decreasing. New York
State New York Teacher reported, “The principal said that (prior to 1974) the school had 900
students, but that between one school year and the next twelve local apartment buildings had
burned down” (Flanders, 1977, p. 16). Although many children, after moving, requested bus
passes to continue attending the school, at one point enrollment dropped to just 490 students
from kindergarten to sixth grade (Luis Cartagena, personal communication, April 8, 2013; von
Maltitz, 1975). Then in the 1980s, the crack epidemic hit the area hard. Dahlia Tully recalled:
“I would come to school and pick up crack vials in the morning. That was my and [Luis’] job.
We had to clean all that. I think in the 90s it got better again. But before parents didn’t want to
stay. It was a drug infested area” (personal communication, May 8, 2013).
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Luis Cartagena brought a special quality of caring to all he worked with, even students
after they had left the school. On October 5, 1990, a former student of P.S. 25, Alvin Rivera, age
15, was shot and killed just blocks from the school at 149th and Southern Boulevard, the innocent
victim of a war between two rival drug dealers. As an indication of how the school cared about
their community and students even after they had left, Cartagena, along with a group of 23
teachers from P.S. 25, visited the family’s apartment to bring flowers, pay their respects, and
give donations towards funeral expenses. Cartagena asserted, “It’s still a neighborhood. It
shows that we pull together in times of sorrow” (Luis Cartagena, as cited in Nieves, 1990).
Cartagena became a published poet whose talent for poetry and song writing enriched the
life of P.S. 25. In addition to writing poetry and songs for the school and publishing the school
publication, El Pionero, Cartagena wrote celebratory poetry for important friends of P.S. 25,
such as for Carmen Rodriguez upon her retirement as Superintendent of District 7. (See
Appendix N). In recognition of the original nature of the school, in 1970, he wrote the school
theme song in Spanish and English celebrating bilingualism, “Somos Pioneros. We are
Pioneers.” Among its words were: “We are the children of the Bilingual School. We learn to
speak in English and Spanish too. Somos los pioneros. We learn to play in English and in
Spanish too.” All the students and staff learned the words of the song by heart, and sang it at
school events. (Nieto, 2015; Muriel Pagán, personal communication, April 8, 2013).
A romantic who reportedly serenaded his wife during their honeymoon in St. Thomas in
1960, Cartagena composed poems and songs to commemorate significant events at the school.
He wrote the class song for graduation exercises, “Adiós a la Escuela Bilingüe.” The song was
sung to the tune of “Those Were the Days,” and similar to one that he had written for graduation
at a school where he taught in Caguas, Puerto Rico (Muriel Pagán, personal communication,
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April 8, 2013): “Qué tiempo tán feliz él que yo compartí con mis amigos y maestros aquí.
Momentos de ilusión, cariños y atención que vivirán siempre en mi corazón. La, la, la…” (Luis
Cartagena, personal communication, April 8, 2013). (See Appendix O for complete lyrics).
Cartagena was a member of the Association of Puerto Rican writers, and Muriel Pagán recalls,
“Sesame Street used to call the school to get ideas” (Muriel Pagán, personal communication,
August 25, 2014). In 1993, Luis Cartagena retired from P.S. 25 after twenty-two years as
principal. After his own retirement, Cartagena wrote and published two books of poetry in
Spanish, Noventa Desvelos y un Largo Amanecer in 2010, and Miradas al Silencio in 2011.
Like LaFontaine, Cartagena modeled leadership and commitment to bilingual education,
inspiring a generation of teachers to move up the ranks to become assistant principals, principals
and college professors. Millie Cruz-Fridman states, “It was because of him that I became a
principal. Cartagena gave me many good tips which helped me become a successful principal,
and they always worked” (personal communication, March 8, 2014). Under Chancellor Harvey
Scribner, Cartagena became a member of the first Citywide Commission of Bilingual Education.
Cartagena successfully lobbied Chancellor Frank Macchiarola to change the misnomer “Puerto
Rico Discovery Week” to “Puerto Rican Heritage Week.” Cartagena recalls, “I went to the
chancellor myself and I said, ‘Why are you calling it Puerto Rican Discovery Week? Do you
think Puerto Rico was in a lab… and people looking for germs in the microscope …found Puerto
Rico? It should be Puerto Rican Heritage Week.’” (Luis Cartagena, personal communication,
April 8, 2017).
His dedication to the arts and culture led Cartagena to become actively involved in the
educational and policy-making processes of various organizations. He served on the Board of
Directors of the Puerto Rican Traveling Theater, Eva de la O’s Música de Cámara, El Instituto de

261

Puerto Rico, the Don Quijote Experimental Bilingual Children’s Theater, the Cayman Gallery,
the Association of Puerto Rican Writers and Nuestro Teatro. He organized the Hispanic
Educators Association of the Bronx and became an editor of TESOL Quarterly. He received
numerous awards. For example, NYSABE named him “Bilingual Administrator of the Year” in
1993. In addition to serving as an examination assistant at the Board of Examiners, Cartagena
taught as an adjunct professor at various universities. Besides initiating graduate-level courses
for the Master’s in Bilingual Education program at NYU, he taught teachers of ESL and
“Teaching Reading to Bilingual/Bicultural Children” at Lehman College. He received an
honorary doctorate from Iowa State University, a school he had attended for one year before he
married.37
Muriel Pagán
Muriel Pagán was born in a tenement on West 116th Street in Manhattan to Puerto Rican
parents and grew up in East Harlem. Pagán always knew she wanted to become a teacher, and
received a BA and MA in Education from Hunter College in the Bronx, specializing in Early
Childhood Education and graduating in 1956. As a Puerto Rican woman, she faced major
obstacles and discrimination, but graduated anyway: “After my second year, I went to an
interview and they counseled me that I should drop out of the program because I had an accent
and would never pass the Board of Examiners exam” (Muriel Pagán, personal communication,
March 28, 2013). She decided to ignore their advice and continue in the program anyway.
(Muriel Pagán, personal communication, March 28, 2013). She did pass the exam. Her friend
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Luis Cartagena had a mild stroke in the fall of 2011. In October of that year, doctors found three cancerous brain
lesions after performing biopsies. They said he would not survive until Thanksgiving. They did ten weeks of
radiation treatment and said there was nothing else they could do. Luis passed away on July 21, 2013.
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and fellow Puerto Rican student, Genis Meléndez, had a very similar experience: “At Hunter I
was told that there was no way I could become a teacher in New York City – there were two
requirements that I couldn’t meet, one was my height (less than five feet), and the other was my
accent…so I went into the School of Social Work at Hunter in downtown Manhattan”
(Meléndez, n.d).38 There were very few Puerto Rican students at Hunter College at the time, and
the fact that these two women shared a common experience of discrimination there indicates the
difficulties Puerto Ricans faced entering the teaching profession in the 1950s.
After Pagán graduated, she began teaching at P.S. 108, a school with 96% Puerto Rican
students located on Madison Avenue between 108th and 109th Streets. While at P.S. 108, she
received a scholarship to attend Teachers College, Columbia University, where she received a
Professional Diploma in Administration and Supervision. At P.S. 108 she was appointed as an
Early Childhood Teacher, but when a group of Puerto Rican children arrived at the school who
did not speak any English, she became an English as a Second Language teacher and began
teaching an “orientation class” to a combination of fourth, fifth and sixth grade students.
Pagán went on to have international education experience, attending Mexico City
University and the Instituto de Cooperación Iberoamericano in Madrid, Spain. She taught
Spanish as a Second Language in Ivan Illich’s Saturday program for Catholic nuns, priests and
lay workers at Cardinal Hayes High School in the Bronx sponsored by the Catholic Archdiocese.
Monsignor Illich had taught and served as Vice Rector at the Catholic University in Ponce,
Puerto Rico. Genis Meléndez comments on the revolutionary nature of Illich’s program: “I was
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Meléndez also went on to a distinguished career in education, including Coordinator of Bilingual Education
programs in Brooklyn, supervisor of a program for New York City educational advisors and instructors, Principal of
P.S. 151, Deputy Director of the Office of Bilingual Education at the Board of Education., and Visiting Lecturer at
the State University of NY at Albany. See: (http://vimberkshires.org/fov/genis-melendez-delaney/
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taught a new method of teaching language which was totally oral. My teachers were two
wonderful priests, Ivan Illich and Father Fox. These two men were so ahead of their time…not
only in language education but also in understanding the teacher’s need to establish close
relationships to the minority communities in which they were working…Illich and Fox taught us
pride in who we were as Puerto Ricans. This sense of pride was so important because at that
time we were getting messages from the community that we Puerto Ricans weren’t worth
much! That contact really had an impact on me” (Meléndez, n.d.). In the summer of 1959,
Pagán went to Puerto Rico to study with Ivan Illich at the Catholic University in Ponce. With
Illich, she learned a method used by the federal government for teaching a new language
following the audiolingual approach. This expertise led to a summer school job teaching ESL in
District 6 in Washington Heights. Her supervisor, an assistant principal at P.S. 186, was so
impressed with her, that he offered her a job at his school.
Pagán was about to accept the offer when Hernán LaFontaine told her he was planning to
open the first bilingual school. Seeing her experience in Early Childhood Education as
particularly valuable, since he had previously worked only at the junior high school level, he
asked her to become part of the new project. She agreed, under the condition that she enter as an
administrator, not as a kindergarten teacher (Muriel Pagán, personal communication, March 28,
2013; Muriel Pagán, personal communication, August 25, 2014). LaFontaine assented, and
Pagán joined Carmen Rivera as one of the founding assistant principals at P.S. 25 (Muriel Pagán,
personal communication, April 8, 2013). Pagán devised the curriculum for the early grades first
used in the school. The Coral Way school in Dade County, Florida, which had begun bilingual
education in English and Spanish in 1963, helped serve as a guide. Pagán notes, “In Miami, they
were already producing materials” (personal communication, August 25, 2014).
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Pagán had been part of the original team, along with LaFontaine and Rivera, who
designed the bilingual education protocol for P.S. 25. The three of them met at LaFontaine’s
home to discuss how they were going to develop and implement the curriculum (Muriel Pagán,
personal communication, April 27, 2016). There Pagán designed the chart of percentages of
language use for each class and grade (Muriel Pagán, personal communication, March 28, 2013).
Pagán confesses, “It was not until I started working in P.S. 25 that I consciously started to
read and write in Spanish. It’s when I learned the value of a second language” (Muriel Pagán,
personal communication, September 11, 2014). Many teachers and staff considered Assistant
Principal Muriel Pagán to be the engine that made P.S. 25 run: “She was phenomenal. She was
terrific. She was a workhorse. Oh my God. She lived for the school. I’d have to say that she
was the backbone of that school” (Migdalia Romero, personal communication, October 7, 2015).
In 1971, Pagán became a member of the advisory board of the Northeast Regional
Curriculum Adaptation Center (RCAC). In 1974, she co-authored a workbook with Lawrence S.
Finkel and Ruth Krawitz entitled, Learning English as a second language/Aprendiendo inglés
como segundo idioma. Of the book Pagán states, “(It) was based on the same method of
teaching English/Spanish as a second language used at P.S. 25” (Muriel Pagán, personal
communication, April 8, 2013). Together with LaFontaine, she helped conceive and develop the
Bilingual Education Master’s Program at NYU, and taught in the program beginning in the
summer of 1969. Thereafter, other colleges sought her expertise in bilingual education. She
subsequently taught in the School of Education at City College as well as at Lehman College.
New York City Fiscal Crisis
The budgetary crisis in New York City in the mid-1970s that led to the layoffs of
thousands of teachers throughout the system did not leave P.S. 25 untouched. In fact, its effect

265

was traumatic when in 1977 the central board ordered that P.S. 25 lay off one assistant principal,
Muriel Pagán. On being laid off during the New York City fiscal crisis in October 1977, Pagán
says: “You can’t believe how heartbreaking it was because I felt like I gave birth to the school”
(personal communication, April 27, 2016). Pagán had her Assistant Principal (AP) certification
from the Board of Education when she was appointed to P.S. 25. She was also the founding AP
of the school and had seniority over other assistant principals who came in later. However, for
some reason Pagán had not been appointed as such on the books, but had been listed as a teacher
(Muriel Pagán, personal communication, April 27, 2016). Therefore, a central Board decision to
excess assistant principals citywide affected her. Of the layoff Pagán comments, “It was not
Luis’ decision or Carmen’s (Rodriguez) decision” (personal communication, October 17, 2014).
After getting laid off from P.S. 25, Pagán became Supervisor of Bilingual/Bicultural
Programs in District 7. Although heartbroken at leaving P.S. 25, she was happy to work with
Carmen Rodriguez (Muriel Pagán, Personal communication, April 27, 2016). Thanks to
Rodriguez’ initiative and Pagán’s expertise, other elementary and junior high schools in District
7 implemented bilingual education programs.
Pagán later directed the Bilingual Special Education Program at the Board of Education.
She left that position when the Special Education Division did not want to send home letters
written in languages other than English to parents of special education students (Muriel Pagán,
personal communication, March 28, 2013). In September 1981, she became Principal of P.S. 62,
an elementary school in District 8 in the South Bronx. In a New York Times article on November
27, 1984, Gene Maeroff wrote that P.S. 62 under Pagán’s leadership was “an island of
stabilities” in the Southeast Bronx. Under her leadership, Reading and Math scores at P.S. 62
rose above the New York State average (CSA Newsletter, March 8, 1986).
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At P.S. 25 and subsequently, Pagán had a distinguished career as a bilingual educator. In
1980, at the Ninth Annual International Bilingual Bicultural Educational Conference in
Anaheim, California, Muriel Pagán was one of ten women in the nation to be honored for her
“devotion, courage and love that have contributed greatly to the bilingual children of this
country.” A person loved by all who know her, Pagán says of herself, “God gave me a gift, that I
got from my parents, that I love people. And I respect people” (Muriel Pagán, personal
communication, April 8, 2013).
During the fiscal crisis, P.S. 25 lost more personnel. By the late ‘70s and early ‘80s, class
size went up to 46 students (Nadine Soria, personal communication, May 8, 2013; Dahlia Tully,
personal communication, May 8, 2013). The school might have lost even more staff if it had not
been for the requirements of the Aspira Consent Decree, the agreement reached between the
Board of Education and Aspira in 1974 to settle the lawsuit brought by Aspira in 1972. (See
Chapter 7 for a discussion of the Aspira Consent Decree). The UFT, whose primarily white and
monolingual teachers were faced with layoffs, resented the Decree (Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, January 10, 2013; Reyes, 2006a). UFT President Albert Shanker stoked the
rumor that bilingual education programs were taking jobs from senior teachers because while
teachers with seniority in the system were getting laid off, new Hispanic teachers were being
hired to teach bilingual education. He thus succeeded in whipping up anti-bilingual education
sentiment among educators who were suffering the very real effects of budget cuts.
In reality, most bilingual education programs received their funding from special sources,
not from the general education budget for New York City schools. Federal funding came
through Title VII, state funding came through Section 992 of the State Education Law and city
tax money came through the Board of Education’s Program 30, Module 5. All of these funds
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were designated specifically for bilingual education. If they had not been used for bilingual
education, they would not have been available at all (Kihss, 1975, p. 64). LaFontaine and
Shanker used to have shouting matches at the Board of Education during the 1970s, with
Chancellor Anker, a very mild and calm man, trying to mediate between them (Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, January 10, 2013).
“It’s Amazing How Much Talent We Spawned”39
With funding to support its goals and a staff devoted to realizing its vision, P.S. 25
proved to be the seed for cross-fertilization of new bilingual and multicultural programs and
schools. An extraordinary number of the original teachers and administrators from P.S. 25 went
on to have illustrious careers and to spread the unique model and teaching practices of the
school: “A lot of teachers came, got their training and moved up and became principals. We had
a lot of very smart people” (Nadine Soria, personal communication, May 8, 2013). Dr. Carmen
Rivera, the first Puerto Rican guidance counselor in the New York City public school system,
was one example. Beginning as an assistant principal at J.H.S. 52 in Inwood, she then went on
to I.S. 201 in East Harlem to work with LaFontaine as well as to study with him in the
Administration and Supervision Doctoral Program at Fordham University. When he became
principal of P.S. 25, he brought her in as one of the founding assistant principals of P.S. 25. She
went on to complete her doctorate. Rivera knew Edith Gaines, the Superintendent of District 12.
She left P.S. 25 to start an open classroom bilingual school, P.S. 211, located in an old factory
building in District 12 in the East Tremont section of the North Bronx. The school opened its
doors on October 6, 1969, one year after P.S. 25.
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This quote is taken from an interview with Susan Serrano, one of the founding teachers of P.S. 25, who later went
to work at C.S. 211 with Carmen Rivera. ” (Susan Serrano, personal communication, April 8, 2013).
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Following the model of P.S. 25, Rivera also called her new school “The Bilingual
School.” Unlike P.S. 25, however, P.S. 211 only offered bilingual classes in grades one through
four. The goal was similar: for children with either Spanish or English as their first language to
become fully bilingual. P.S. 211 developed a multicultural education program as well, offering
both “Hispanic” and “Negro” heritage programs. Again following P.S. 25’s example,
instructional programs included the use of parents as well as older students. One year after the
opening of P.S. 25, bilingual education had received such acceptance that 150 people applied to
become teachers at the new P.S. 211. Only 34 of these applicants were chosen (Narvaez, 1971).
Moreover, the makeup of the entering student body of 640 children at P.S. 211 was
approximately half Black and half Puerto Rican, a much more equal division than existed at P.S.
25. Migdalia Romero was so pleased with the concept of the school that she sent her daughter
there from grades one through four (Migdalia Romero, personal communication, October 7,
2015). P.S. 25 teacher Susan Serrano followed Carmen Rivera to P.S. 211 and taught Migdalia
Romero’s daughter there. P.S. 211 represented the beginning of the propagation of the P.S. 25
bilingual/bicultural model.
After Carmen Rivera’s departure from P.S. 25 in 1969, Arthur Raggio became the new
assistant principal. He eventually was appointed principal of P.S. 161, the Juán Ponce de León
English monolingual school that had abandoned P.S. 25’s building for its new modern home next
door. Evelyn Colón, who had entered P.S. 25 as an ESL teacher, became acting assistant
principal of P.S. 25 from 1971-1973.
Herminio Vargas, who had been a teacher and curriculum writer at P.S. 25, was hired in
September 1972 to teach in the new Bilingual Education Program in the Puerto Rican Studies
Department at Brooklyn College. He encouraged Sonia Nieto to apply, and they began teaching
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there together in 1972.40 As these former teachers became teacher educators, they began to
propagate P.S. 25’s bilingual/bicultural philosophy and model even further, influencing the
future shape of education in the city. The Bilingual Education Program at Brooklyn College
marked a collaboration between the Department of Puerto Rican Studies and the School of
Education, and like P.S. 25, was the fruit of the Latino civil rights movement and struggles
within CUNY to establish ethnic studies. Three or four of the new Puerto Rican Studies faculty,
including Vargas and Nieto, were involved in forming the new Bilingual Education Program
together with Carmen Dinos in the Department of Education. As Sonia Nieto notes, “(A)t the
time when you said “Bilingual” it meant ”Puerto Rican…It was all Puerto Ricans who were in
Bilingual Education” (Sonia Nieto, personal communication, March 14, 2015).
The establishment of the Puerto Rican Studies Department at Brooklyn College in 1972
brought the total number of Puerto Rican faculty at the school to eight, including Dinos. (Sonia
Nieto, personal communication, March 14, 2015). After three years at Brooklyn College, Nieto
went on to receive a Ford Foundation fellowship as well as a Title VII fellowship to support her
doctoral studies at the School of Education at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst from
1975-1979 (Nieto, 2015; Sonia Nieto, personal communication, March 14, 2015). With the
backing of Luis Fuentes, the principal of the P.S. 155 Bilingual Mini-School in Ocean HillBrownsville in 1968 who was now professor in the School of Education at the University of
Massachusetts, Amherst, Nieto was hired at the University of Massachusetts and subsequently
became a full professor of Bilingual and Multicultural Education. She retired in 2006 (Sonia
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Sonia Nieto explained how she happened to apply to the Puerto Rican Studies Department at Brooklyn College.
Herminio Vargas said to her, “’!Solicita! !Solicita! They’re looking for other people. Come with me!’ So I
applied. It was because of Herminio” (Personal communication, Sonia Nieto, March 14, 2015).
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Nieto, personal communication, March 14, 2015). Nieto became one of the foremost scholars of
Multilingual Education in the United States and received numerous awards, including six
honorary doctorates. Education Week’s RHSU Edu-Scholar Public Influence Rankings ranked
her among the top thirty-five university-based education scholars in the United States for 2016.41
After teaching at P.S. 25, Migdalia Romero went on to complete her doctorate at NYU.
She started as a lecturer at Hunter College, then became full professor, and eventually Chair of
the Department of Curriculum and Teaching. Her specialty always remained Bilingual
Education: “To the extent that I was teaching bilingual education, I would go over the (P.S. 25)
model of bilingual education. When I taught at Hunter, it became important for me to share that
model. I’ve always used P.S. 25 as an example, of one approach. I’ve used the St. Lambert
experiment as another one and the Dade County as a third model, and probably some other ones
in between (Migdalia Romero, personal communication, October 7, 2015).
Aida Rosa, the guidance counselor at P.S. 25, went on to get her doctorate and become
principal of P.S. 30. This elementary school also located in the South Bronx, is the subject of
Jonathan Kozol’s book, Ordinary Resurrections. Rosa also became Project Director of the
Potentially Gifted Bilingual Program in District 7.
Freebbie Rivera became citywide Bilingual Program Coordinator of Auxiliary Services
for High Schools which offered a GED high school program for anyone over 18. As head of the
Bilingual Division he wrote grants for Title VII funds, which he had learned to do at P.S. 25.
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See: http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/rick_hess_straight_up/2016/01/the_2016_rhsu_eduscholar_public_influence_rankings.html
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Millie Cruz-Fridman moved to Virginia and became a principal there. After becoming
acting assistant principal at P.S. 25, Evelyn Colón went on to District 6 in Manhattan as Director
of Bilingual Education in April 1973. She became principal of P.S. 211 in September 1978.
José Serrano admits that it was thanks to his exposure to the community while working at
P.S. 25 that he was able to launch his political career. He even remembers walking down 149th
Street and being stopped by parents asking, “Didn’t I just see you in a leotard?” in reference to
his performance in the South Bronx Community Action Theater Bilingual Performing Arts
Center’s production of Midsummer Night’s Dream at P.S. 25. Serrano says: “I have to be
honest. Had I not worked in that program, nobody would have known me… And then when I
ran for the Assembly it was like everybody knew me from the school, from the neighborhood
and put it all together and I won my first election in ’74 and I haven’t lost one since.” (personal
communication, March 29, 2016).
In the 1980’s, José Serrano played a key role in defeating the English-only movement in
New York State. He was Chair of the Education Committee in the State Assembly at the time.
Carmen Pérez-Hogan, director of New York State’s Office of Bilingual Education opines: “He
told them they had no chance, that he would veto any bill of theirs that came before him”
(Carmen Pérez-Hogan, personal communication, April 5, 2012). Serrano had developed a firm
and lasting commitment to bilingual and multicultural education during his time at P.S. 25. After
hearing from him, the English-only advocates left the state and abandoned their campaign, never
to return to New York.
Hernán LaFontaine continued to be a trailblazer throughout his life. As described in
Chapter 5, four years after P.S. 25 established bilingual education as a valid and successful
model for teaching Spanish speakers English, as well as English speakers Spanish, he took a
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position at the Board of Education as the first director of the New York City Board of
Education’s Office for Bilingual Education. This offered him the opportunity to replicate the
model in schools throughout the five boroughs. A large part of LaFontaine’s new job consisted
of convincing local community school boards to allocate money for bilingual education to
supplement the funds arriving under Title VII.
In 1969-1970, over 100,000 Hispanic students did not speak English, making them the
largest group of non-English speaking students in New York City schools (Liem, 1971). Five
years later, it was estimated that 120,000 Spanish-speaking children out of the 260,000 Puerto
Ricans in the system could be eligible for bilingual education programs. Of these, 90,000 had
moderate difficulties with the English language and 30,000 had severe difficulties (Kihss, 1975,
p. 45). Upon assuming his new role, LaFontaine recognized that in addition to this group of
primarily Puerto Rican students, there were 30,000 Chinese, French, Greek and Italian-speaking
students that could benefit from bilingual education programs. By 1975, bilingual classes in
Spanish as well as these languages began to be offered. Furthermore, acknowledging his
conception of bilingual education within a developmental framework, he proposed the possibility
of offering a second language to monolingual English-speaking communities and teaching
Jewish children Hebrew as well as English (Maeroff, 1972).
LaFontaine was determined to make the most of the opportunity that this new position
offered to spread his educational philosophy. He intended that programs initiated by his office
enable students to gain proficiency in reading, speaking and writing in two languages. He knew
from experience that an advantage of the bilingual education programs would be for students to
advance in subject matter taught in the language of their homes as they continued to master
English. LaFontaine said, “I dislike calling anything panacea. We’re not expecting miracles
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overnight, but I think this program can be significant in cutting down the Puerto Rican dropout
rate” (Maeroff, 1972, p. 41).
Thanks to P.S. 25’s example and the federal support provided through the Bilingual
Education Act, by 1975 three completely bilingual schools served 1,800 students in the Bronx
and 30,000 students attended bilingual classes. These classes included federally-funded
bilingual education programs in Spanish, Chinese, French, Greek, Italian and Yiddish, as well as
city and state funded programs in the different community school districts (Kihss, 1975).
LaFontaine later became the first Puerto Rican Superintendent of Schools in Hartford,
CT, a city where they had a growing Puerto Rican population, serving from 1979-1991. He is
believed to be the first Puerto Rican superintendent of any school system in the United States
(Henry, 1979). He also became a professor at Southern Connecticut State University.
The Bilingual Model Continues to Spread
The era of Title VII allowed for a blossoming of bilingual education programs, including
in P.S. 25’s own District 7. After Bernard Friedman retired as Superintendent of District 7,
Evelina Antonetty was instrumental in ensuring that Carmen Rodriguez succeed him (Muriel
Pagán, personal communication, August 25, 2014; Carmen Rodriguez, personal communication,
September 27, 2013; Julia Rodriguez, personal communication, September 27, 2013).
Rodriguez, who had worked as an assistant to Friedman, became the first Puerto Rican as well as
the first female superintendent in the New York City public school system and the first female
Puerto Rican superintendent in the country. When she assumed control, she officially deemed
District 7 a Bilingual School District. In 1975, her district had 185 bilingual teachers, with more
than 5,000 students out of the district’s 24,000 attending their classes. Ten of these teachers
originally started as paraprofessional classroom aides in 1970 and 1971 (Kihss, 1975, p. 45).
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Rodriguez noted that the District 7 board agreed in 1974 to provide a bilingual education class in
every grade to help non-English-speaking children, even before the enactment of the Aspira
Consent Decree in August 1974. Juan Fonseca became the principal of I.S. 184, the Rafael
Cordero y Molina School, a new bilingual junior high school in the district that some P.S. 25
graduates attended. Title VII monies permitted the development of other bilingual schools, such
as P.S. 235, The Rafael Hernández Bilingual Mini-School in District 9 which opened in 1969.
P.S. 25 marked a turning point in public schooling in New York City for Puerto Ricans in
that they won the right to define education for their own children. Subsequent to its founding,
Puerto Ricans gained increasing influence and made additional inroads into the New York City
public school system. Anthony Alvarado, the founding principal of P.S. 235, would become
superintendent of District 4 in East Harlem in 1973 and New York City School Chancellor from
1983-1984. In 1972, District 4 became the first Puerto Rican-controlled school district in the
city’s history (Pedraza, 2016). Pedro Pedraza, head of El Centro de Estudios Puertorriqueños’
Language Policy Task Force, worked with parents in District 4 to help shape policy (Lewis,
2013). In the spring of 1974, Local School Board #4 passed a resolution declaring District 4 a
“bilingual district.” In practice, this resolution allowed any school in the district to initiate
bilingual education and led to a network of bilingual elementary and junior high schools in the
district (Sy Fliegel, personal communication, March 18, 2015).
In District 4, just as at P.S. 25, bilingual education was understood as bilingual and
bicultural instruction, which would include Puerto Rican and African American history and
culture for English dominant, as well as Spanish dominant children (Lewis, 2013). Awilda Orta,
who would later succeed LaFontaine as director of the Office of Bilingual Education at the
Board of Education under Chancellor Alvarado, established a bilingual/bicultural minischool, the
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Rafael Cordero School in JHS 45, to serve as a model for bilingual education in District 4.
Norma Figueroa-Hurwitz founded one of District 4’s first and most successful
bilingual/bicultural schools, P.S. 83, the Luis Muñoz Rivera School (Sy Fliegel, personal
communication, March 18, 2015).
Puerto Rican grassroots movements fought for and won bilingual education programs in
other parts of the city, as El Comité did in District 3 (Muzio, 2017). Shortly thereafter, Puerto
Rican educators also rose to positions of authority in the Board of Education. As I stated above,
in 1983, Anthony Alvarado became the first Puerto Rican Chancellor of the New York City
Board of Education. When he resigned another Puerto Rican, Nathan Quiñones, replaced him.
In 1980, Mayor Ed Koch appointed Miguel Martinez to the Board of Education, and he served
on the Board until 1986.
With P.S. 25 and New York City leading the way on bilingual education, New York State
soon followed suit. Modeling the funding of Title I at the federal level, in 1968 the New York
State legislature provided funding for programs for “inner city students” and their educational
needs resulting from poverty. In 1969, Commissioner Nyquist established the Bilingual
Education Unit at the State Department of Education headed by Carlos Pérez which would
eventually become the Office of Bilingual Education (Carmen Pérez-Hogan, personal
communication, April 5, 2012). In 1972, personnel in the Office wrote the first position paper on
bilingual education. Commissioner Gordon Ambach set up the Commissioner’s Advisory
Council on Bilingual Education involving influential stakeholders from various communities in
the fields of Bilingual Education and ESL. Since federal funding existed at that time through
Title VII, the Director of the Office, María Ramírez, wrote successful proposals to set up
programs without state funding.
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1973 was the first year the state started providing funding for bilingual education
programs as well as categorical federal funds.42 When Carmen Pérez-Hogan became Director of
the Bilingual Education Office in 1978, she completed the work necessary to establish teacher
certification in Bilingual Education and English as a Second Language. Bilingual Education
certification would become an extension of a content area license. In 1981, the Board of Regents
established a policy for students later to be referred to as English language learners (ELLs).
Known as Commissioner’s Regulation Part 154 (CR Part 154), it stipulated that ELLs be placed
in either an ESL or a Transitional Bilingual Education Program (Carrasquillo, Rodríguez &
Kaplan, 2014). With some minor revisions, CR Part 154 remains in place as state policy for
ELLs to this day.
NABE and Beyond
Mobilizing the staff of P.S. 25 to help him, LaFontaine organized one of the first
bilingual education conferences in the country in 1969 at Columbia University’s Teachers
College. The P.S. 25 teachers who were his students in the Bilingual Education Master’s
Program at NYU served on the planning committee for the conference. Teachers organized
workshops, recruited attendees and handled publicity, among other tasks (Nieto, 2015).
Francesco Cordasco, one of the first scholars in the country to study and advocate for the
educational needs of Puerto Rican children in the United States, was the keynote speaker.

42

Education researchers Amy M. Hightower, Hajime Mitani, and Christopher B. Swanson define categorical
funding as “state aid intended to provide financial support for specific educational programs, operational functions,
or financial activities.” See: Hightower, A.M., Mitani, H. &, Swanson, C.B. (2010). State Policies That Pay: A
Survey of School Finance Policies and Outcomes. (Bethesda, MD: Editorial Projects in
Education, 2010), p. 11.
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On May 23, 1970, P.S. 25 sponsored another city-wide conference on bilingual education
along with two new bilingual ed programs that had opened in New York City with Title VII
funds in 1969: Two Bridges Bilingual Program in District 1 on the Lower East Side and P.S. 1
in Manhattan’s Chinatown. The conference, entitled “"Bilingual Education: Gateway to
Language and Cultural Understanding,” was co-sponsored by the Division of Foreign Languages
at New York University, where Emilio Guerra was professor and chair and which housed the
Bilingual Education Master’s Program. Aside from teachers and administrators from P.S. 25,
local school board members, professors of education and Evelina Antonetty attended (Joseph
Monserrat Papers, El Centro, Box 14, Folder 3 "Bilingual Education").
With the increased resources at his disposal in the position of director of the Office of
Bilingual Education, LaFontaine helped put together a bilingual education conference of even
broader scope than the prior ones. With the sponsorship of his office, the Bilingual Education
Unit of the New York State Department of Education and the Division of Bilingual Education of
the United States Office of Education, he organized and served as Conference Chairman at a
conference entitled “Annual International Conference on Bilingual Bicultural Education” held
from May 15-18, 1974 at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in New York City. The conference planning
committee was national in scope and included participants from virtually every state and Puerto
Rico (UBP papers, Box 1, Folder 10). It marked the third in a series of annual national
conferences addressing a wide range of issues relevant to bilingual bicultural education.
LaFontaine and the other organizers intended these conferences to launch a national advocacy
association.
As someone on the cutting edge of the field of bilingual education, LaFontaine
understood the importance of establishing a national association to provide support for
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professional activities as well as to serve as an advocacy group for language policies and to
protect the rights of language minority children. In lobbying for federal legislation in support of
bilingual education prior to the enactment of the Bilingual Education Act, he had worked
together with Mexican American bilingual educators from Texas and California who also
recognized the necessity of establishing a national organization to promote and support their
cause. He had the contacts throughout the country, as well as the organizational skill, to make
this organization a reality. Their goal was accomplished with the formation of the National
Association of Bilingual Education (NABE) in 1976.
LaFontaine discussed the importance of having a national bilingual education advocacy
organization in the mid-1970s:
1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, was when funding started. It went
along with Johnson’s Great Society. It was more significant than people realize. The
federal government was responding to the needs and demands of the civil rights
movement. It was giving extra support to disadvantaged children throughout the nation.
The Department of Justice, Office of Civil Rights said schools could submit proposals for
funding under Title I Programs of ESEA.…Many years later, many of us lobbied for
additional funding for students with language barriers. I and others met with Senator Ted
Kennedy, quite an ally and supporter. NABE allowed me to travel around and meet
different groups. The formation of NABE in the 1970s helped us do lobbying to continue
the fight to get more money for Title VII to expand teacher training and bilingual
education projects (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014.)
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LaFontaine and other allies of bilingual education stayed vigilant for new initiatives every couple
of years when Title VII had to be renewed, concerned about the danger of a repeal. They
traveled to Washington, DC many times over the years to lobby on behalf of the legislation.
Albar Peña from Texas became NABE’s first president. In 1969, Peña had
become the first national director of the Bilingual Education Programs Branch in the U.S.
Office of Education in Washington, established under Title VII of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act after much lobbying. As director of Bilingual Education
Programs, he was responsible for much of the initial funding and training of bilingual
education teachers. During his tenure as national director he developed, secured funding,
and implemented over 200 Title VII bilingual education projects throughout the United
States. LaFontaine succeeded Peña as the second president of NABE.
As part of his work as NABE president, LaFontaine traveled around the country
encouraging and assisting bilingual educators in different states to set up state associations. In
his travels, he met with Native Americans, Japanese Americans, Chinese Americans, Cajuns,
Franco Americans, Cuban Americans, Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans, among others.
Realizing the need for such an organization in New York State, together with Sonia Rivera,
Awilda Orta and others, he founded NYSABE in 1976. He received the third annual Gladys
Correa award in 1981 for outstanding contributions in bilingual education, and Evelina
Antonetty received the same award posthumously in 1986.
In 1978, LaFontaine edited a book with Barry Persky and Leonard Golubchick entitled
Educación Bilingüe/Bilingual Education. The book, a comprehensive compilation of sixty-five
articles featuring the latest research by prominent scholars in the field, is divided into sections
covering policy, law, culture, language acquisition, program design, curriculum considerations,
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development of staff and evaluation. One author the editors chose to write a chapter about “The
Puerto Rican” reflects the ethos of P.S. 25, firmly staking out a position in favor of cultural
pluralism, and against the assimilationist norm prevalent in most public schools:
According to the ‘melting pot’ myth, education transforms people from diverse ethnic
backgrounds into a homogeneous citizenry. In other words education is geared towards
cultural assimilation and the inculcation of a national, American consciousness….
However, cultural assimilation is often accompanied with painful conflict and a high
emotional price. In order to enter the mainstream of American society many persons
have attempted to strip themselves of their ethnic and cultural differences, they have
changed their names, cut family ties, and have denied their heritage. Historically the
public school along with other secondary institutions have perpetuated this situation
(Vazquez, 1978, p. 80.)
The editors discuss how political power historically has affected the enactment of
bilingual education: “(O)fficial acceptance or rejection of bilingualism in American schools is
dependent upon whether the group involved is considered politically and socially acceptable….If
the group is in some way (usually because of race, color or religion) viewed as irreconcilably
alien to the prevailing concept of American culture, the United States has imposed harsh
restrictions on its language practices; if not so viewed, study in the native language has gone
largely unquestioned or even encouraged.” Grounded in his knowledge of United Bronx
Parents’ years-long fight to open the Bilingual School in New York City, LaFontaine understood
that bilingual education does not come from the goodwill of those in power, but rather through
hard-won struggle.
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In addition to becoming a leading practitioner in the field, LaFontaine had clearly
developed into an expert on the social-political-historical theory and contexts of bilingual
education. Although he never completed his doctoral dissertation, he received three honorary
doctorates from the University of Connecticut, the University of Bridgewater and Briarwood
College (Christian, 2008; Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014).43
LaFontaine served as a board member for the Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL), the
most influential language policy organization in the country for one term and then, many years
later, several more terms. From 2002-2005 he served as vice chair of CAL’s Board of Trustees,
and in 2006, became its president for two years. LaFontaine used the platform of CAL to
disseminate the Bilingual School’s bilingual education model and influence language policy on a
national level.
Meanwhile, P.S. 25 received exposure nationally as teachers and administrators
participated with the National Association of Bilingual Education (NABE) and attended their
conferences. Moreover, the Bilingual School’s practices became the subject of research by PhD
candidates throughout the country, who came to the school to collect data, although they did not
identify the school in their studies. This linguistic research in turn had an impact on language

43
Hernán LaFontaine recounted the following story as to why he never completed his Ph.D.: All grant applications
for federal funding under Titles I and VII of the ESEA had to be submitted through an office at the Board of
Education. LaFontaine had submitted a Title I grant for P.S. 25 and sent it to the central office. He never heard
anything back from them and called them repeatedly. Finally in March they responded that yes, he had received a
letter the prior April saying the Feds needed more information. He was furious, and had Teitelbaum, the counsel at
the Puerto Rican Legal Defense Fund, initiate legal action against the Board of Education. Deputy Chancellor John
B. King became incensed that a principal in the system would bring legal action against the Board of Education.
John King was also an adjunct professor in the Department of Administration and Supervision where LaFontaine
was studying for his doctorate. King then obstructed his Ph.D., first telling him to change it from a historical
account to a data-driven paper. Then when he came back with three chapters of a data-driven paper, King said it
really belonged in the Curriculum Department, not Administration and Supervision. By then LaFontaine had moved
to Hartford, CT to become Superintendent of Schools, and although he registered at Fordham, he never had the time
to pursue it further (Personal communication, Hernán LaFontaine, October 27, 2014).
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policy promoted by CAL. When LaFontaine stepped down as president, he recommended Sonia
Nieto to replace him, thereby ensuring that the philosophy and policies of P.S. 25 continue to
impact this language policy organization. Through many means and in many ways, P.S. 25’s
bilingual model continued to have national reverberations.
P.S. 25 exemplified the ideas of the movement for community control, confounding the
conventional wisdom that community control of schools was attempted but failed in New York
City. Its story contributes to a new narrative: that social justice movements of the 1960s did
indeed lead to successful education reform, creating high-quality schools accountable to the
communities they served.44 It also proves that democratic education need not be delivered in an
autocratic fashion, as occurred at many progressive private schools (Sadovnik & Semel, 2002).
David Seeley (1981) points out that the community control movement had three different
strands:
1. Minority group power – desire of minority groups to control their schools.
2. Political democracy, whereby professional educators would be accountable and
responsive to their communities.
3. Debureaucratization – schools became less insulated and more oriented toward creating
partnerships with community organizations, rather than functioning as separate service
delivery agencies.
(pp. 115-116).
P.S. 25 under the leadership of its first two principals, Hernán LaFontaine and Luis
Cartagena, illustrated all three of these overlapping characteristics of community control.

44

See Heather Lewis (2013). New York City Public Schools From Brownsville to Bloomberg: Community Control
and Its Legacy. New York: Teachers College Press for an account of successful community-based reform in
District 4 under the leadership of Superintendent Anthony Alvarado.
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Heather Lewis (2013) elaborates on additional principles of community control that P.S. 25
exemplified: “Community control meant making decisions about the appointment of principals,
where new schools would be built, what curriculum would be taught, what standards would
govern teaching, and who would set the expectations and Aspirations for students” (p. 27). The
community control movement demanded that the local community play a role in decisionmaking, rather than simply responding to centralized top-down mandates from the Board of
Education. Community control proponents maintained that parents should participate at every
level and give input into their local schools, thereby making education more democratic. The
importance of democracy in education also coincides with much older reform impulses going
back to Horace Mann and John Dewey.
In an era when community control of schools was systematically destroyed throughout
the city, it is notable that this one school in the South Bronx defied the UFT. Why was
community control successful at P.S. 25 whereas it failed elsewhere? Put simply: “The UFT
had bigger fish to fry” (David Rogers, personal communication, January 9, 2015). The school
was small and flew beneath the UFT’s radar. It did not represent a threat to the status quo. As
such it was able to spread its model of parental involvement, supportive school environment for
all and bilingual education, and have more staying power than the community control
demonstration districts. Its success paved the way for the spread of bilingual education in
schools and districts throughout New York City.
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Chapter 7:
The Demise of the P.S. 25 Latino Bilingual/Bicultural Community School Model

Introduction
The founders of P.S. 25 envisioned, fought for and realized radical possibilities within the
context of the New York City school system of the 1960s. For various reasons, the model of
bilingual and multicultural education created at P.S. 25 in the late 1960s and 1970s has been
eroding ever since. The struggles that produced the climate for community-based innovation and
change in schooling disappeared. By the mid-1970s, the social movements that gave rise to the
school were coming to an end. The large-scale redistributive policies that prevailed in the 1960s
gave way to the language of “choice and accountability,” forestalling increased investment in
public education.
The current circumstances have changed even more dramatically. In 2018, we have
experienced four decades of neoliberalism, a program that has rolled back gains made from the
1930s through the 1970s by working people and people of color. Neoliberalism is characterized
by attacks on the wages and social welfare benefits of the poor as well as attacks on
multiculturalism (Chibber, 2013). Successive governments have embraced free-market solutions
as a response to budget shortfalls. Deregulation, privatization and the withdrawal of the state
from social service provision have become the order of the day. In New York City a new
generation of neoliberal politicians, targeting both social welfare spending and public sector
employment, called for the slashing of the former and the outsourcing of the latter to the private,
for-profit sector (Harvey, 2005). Rather than expanding the state’s role to ensure the social
welfare of the population, under neoliberalism, the role of the state is to exercise its power
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purposefully to support capital (Ghosh, 2017). Given this new political context, we cannot
expect in the shortterm another government-driven War on Poverty to usher in funding for
community-centered school reform.
The Aspira Consent Decree
The beginning of the attacks against the educational model P.S. 25 put in place started in
1974 when the Puerto Rican community and the New York City Board of Education reached a
compromise agreement for bilingual education in the schools known as the Aspira Consent
Decree (ACD). The ACD would change the nature of bilingual education in New York City and
make P.S. 25’s model appear revolutionary by comparison. In spite of the school’s success and
the replication of its model in various schools throughout the city from 1968-1974, the city did
not seek to reproduce the model on a large enough scale to serve all of the Spanish-speaking
English language learners and others in New York City schools who stood to benefit from its
unique form of education. By 1972, the number of Spanish-speaking English language learners
in New York City schools (then referred to as Limited English Proficient or LEPs) not enrolled
in bilingual education classes had reached over 80,000 (Santiago Santiago, 1986). In their
pursuit of equal educational opportunity for their children and faced with few other options, the
Puerto Rican community turned to the courts to mandate bilingual education.
In 1972, Aspira and the Puerto Rican Legal Defense Fund filed a lawsuit against the New
York City Board of Education on behalf of Spanish-speaking children. In 1968, shortly after the
passage of the Bilingual Education Act, a group of Chinese-American families had filed a
lawsuit in California for similar reasons, alleging that the San Francisco public schools had
violated their childrens’ civil rights by failing to provide instruction in a language that students
could understand. The suit reached the Supreme Court, which ruled that providing education

286

only in English violated the equal educational opportunities provision of the Civil Rights Act of
1964. Justice William O. Douglas wrote in his opinion: “There is no equality of treatment
merely by providing students with the same facilities, textbooks, teachers and curriculum; for
students who do not understand English are effectively foreclosed from any meaningful
education” (cited in García, 2009, p. 170). While the decision laid out neither bilingual
education or ESL classes as a specific remedy, a task force set up by the Office of Civil Rights
put forth guidlines known as Lau Remedies.
With Lau v. Nichols establishing the legal precedent that English-only education
constituted a violation of the Civil Rights Act, the New York City Board of Education knew that
they could no longer postpone a settlement in the Aspira case. Aspira and the Puerto Rican
Legal Defense Fund requested a summary judgment, and the Aspira Consent Decree was the
compromise that the parties to the lawsuit reached in 1974. While the 1974 Consent Decree
made bilingual education available to more of the Spanish-speaking students and English
learners who needed it, it required schools to implement a transitional bilingual educational
program rather than a developmental one. In so doing, the ACD changed the definition of
bilingual education from developmental to transitional, with the expectation that students
transition to English-only classes within a maximum of three years. The belief in the ultimate
superiority of the majority language and culture as well as monolingualism over bilingualism
prevailed in the codification of official language policy in New York City. The developmental
bilingual education program remained intact at P.S. 25 for some time even after the Aspira
Consent Decree came into place, but the wider dissemination of the principles of the Latino
Bilingual/Bicultural Community School would effectively come to an end in 1974.
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In 1974, both the federal Bilingual Education Act and New York's Aspira Consent
Decree redefined bilingual education as transitional and subtractive, a temporary means to switch
to English-only instruction. Although the alleged motivation of the federal and city policies was
to create educational programs for primarily Spanish-speaking children who were at risk of
academic failure due to low English proficiency, the success of the programs was to be measured
by the degree of English literacy acquisition. Ever since, bilingual education has become
associated with remedial or compensatory education. The additive bilingual education model
developed at P.S. 25 aimed for exactly the opposite, with the focus on making Puerto Rican
Spanish speakers, as well as African American English speakers, bilingual, not on facilitating
transition to English monolingualism. The view of bilingualism as a privilege for enrichment
was in keeping with the aspirations of the Puerto Rican community.
While ostensibly widening democratic participation in the educational process and
answering to the demands of the Puerto Rican community for fuller recognition of their rights to
cultural and linguistic pluralism, the ACD actually had the effect of neutralizing the growing
strength of Puerto Rican organizations by causing them to acquiesce to the court’s new
educational framework. This new transitional bilingual education formula then superseded and
overrode traditional community calls for full additive bilingual and multicultural education.
Transitional bilingual education as imposed under the Aspira Consent Decree allowed for the
recognition of some diversity without disrupting the state’s assimilationist agenda for student
incorporation into English-only education. At the same time, it succeeded in dissolving any
potential for social conflict that lack of any compromise might have portended.
Hernán LaFontaine discussed the effect of the ACD on bilingual education:

288

A transitional program is a deficit-type bilingual program. It’s not a true bilingual
program….If the kid is in a bilingual program then he’s in a less than desirable
program….Bilingual programs have been diluted to such an extent in most places that
you don’t really have true bilingual education programs. You have transitional programs
where the program itself is pressured to get the kids out as quickly as possible because
that’s the goal. And that’s not bilingual education and that’s not creating bilingual
individuals. It’s just saying, okay, we concede to the fact that they may need a little help
in their native language until they learn English, but you better get them into learning
English within a year. And we’re gonna test them to make sure that you do that. So it’s
become really warped in my mind in terms of what bilingual education truly should be
(Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014.)
The Aspira Consent Decree of 1974, while imperfect in privileging transitional rather
than developmental bilingual education, mandated the creation of new bilingual education
programs for all of the approximately 100,000 students learning English in the New York City
public school system by September 1975. Ironically, the task of ensuring compliance with the
ACD fell to LaFontaine. As executive administrator of the Board of Education’s Office of
Bilingual Education beginning in September 1972, he was the one responsible for assuring
compliance with the Aspira Consent Decree (ACD) and the spread of transitional bilingual
education throughout the city.
LaFontaine admits that his job became considerably more difficult after the ACD,
changing from helping to develop maintenance bilingual education programs to ensuring
compliance for transitional bilingual education programs. The functions of the department’s
employees changed. As he describes, “I became a policeman. Every district saw me as a nasty
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guy from downtown. We were responsible for enforcing ‘Special Curricular 92’ from the New
York City Chancellor to city schools mandating they implement transitional bilingual education
programs. Our office turned into a compliance office (Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, October 27, 2014). Some school districts intentionally subverted the ACD
mandates with the superintendent’s silent approval. Ultimately, under LaFontaine’s direction,
bilingual education programs were established for 75,000 students (Christian, 2008; Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014). The Aspira Consent Decree did not
affect P.S. 25’s maintenance bilingual education model: “P.S. 25 was already above compliance
standards, so they did not need to do anything” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication,
October 27, 2014).
The Aspira Consent Decree is emblematic of the way in which institutions, in this case,
the New York City Board of Education, can co-opt a community’s demands in order to appease
that community. What the reigning institution does, while giving lip service to the legitimacy of
the community’s demands, is, in fact, to contribute to the marginalization of that community. In
this case, through the Aspira Consent Decree, the New York City Board of Education, as well as
the New York State Education Department, changed a community’s cry for an equitable
linguistic and cultural pluralistic educational paradigm to a subtractive and assimilationist one,
while cleverly retaining the moniker of “bilingual education.”
Transitional bilingual education falls under the category of subtractive bilingualism. A
subtractive framework “supports language shift to the more powerful language of instruction. It
does so by using the two languages interchangeably…and results in children developing a
feeling that the home language is useless at school, and that only the school language is valued
and assessed…This theoretical framework…considers minority students as monolingual, sees
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their bilingualism as a problem, and supports linguistic and cultural assimilation, having
monoculturalism as a goal…Children end up speaking the school language and losing their own
language” (García, 2009, p. 116). Such a subtractive framework has prevailed in New York City
since the implementation of the Aspira Consent Decree, when transitional bilingual education
and English as a Second Language classes became the norm (Del Valle, 1998; Reyes, 2006a).
By comparison, the maintenance/developmental bilingual education model implemented at P.S.
25 corresponded to the additive bilingual education theoretical framework, one which develops
students’ bilingualism (García, 2009). P.S. 25’s model demonstrates that the Puerto Rican
community’s intention was always for bilingual education to be additive in nature, that is, for all
students to emerge from the program fully literate in two languages rather than one.
Not only did the ACD not achieve the goal of bilingual education for all Puerto Rican and
Latino students that the Puerto Rican community had sought, its lesser achievements have
themselves been whittled down over the years.45 Even many of those who qualified for
transitional bilingual education (TBE) programs under the ACD were consistently denied them,
according to compliance reports (Santiago Santiago, 1986). Whereas the Aspira Consent Decree
only addressed the needs of the approximately 40% of all Puerto Rican and Latino students who
were ELLs, P.S. 25 ensured equal educational opportunity for all students in the form of
bilingual education, including those with varying degrees of proficiency in English and Spanish.
Apart from the institutionalization of transitional bilingual education, a changing political
environment precipitated governmental assaults on the type of educational innovation that P.S.
25 pioneered. Congress restructured the Elementary and Secondary Education Act several times
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In 2001, Mayor Rudy Giuliani succeeded in changing the “opt-in” mechanism in the consent decree to one of
“opt-out,” resulting in a sizeable decline of ELL students in TBE classes. In fact, the shift of ELLs from TBE to
ESL instruction intensified under Mayor Bloomberg and Chancellor Klein (Reyes, 2006a).
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in the 1970s to shift the emphasis in spending away from community-based programming and
toward targeted, measurable interventions in individual student performance. Meanwhile, in
1973, President Nixon closed the Office of Economic Opportunity, which had administered the
War on Poverty’s Community Action Program. Support for Title I and Title VII Programs
eroded. By the late 1970s, educators found themselves working in a drastically changed
environment, with the support for community schools and bilingual education greatly withered.
New York City’s Fiscal Crisis and Edward I. Koch
Author Naomi Klein (2007) argues that proponents of deregulated capitalism take
advantage of cataclysmic events that cause public disorientation to step in and impose a “shock
doctrine:” – tax cuts, privatized services, cuts to social spending and deregulation. Such was the
case in New York City after the fiscal crisis of the mid-1970s. In the wake of
deindustrialization, between 1969 and 1976 New York City lost half a million jobs. Many white
middle-class residents fled to federally-subsidized suburban housing developments, further
eroding the city’s tax base (Freeman, 2000; Lachman & Polner, 2011). By 1974, 11% of the
city’s annual spending went to service debts, as the city’s debt reached $11 billion (Freeman,
2000). In March 1975, bankers abruptly closed the bond market available to the city,
precipitating a fiscal crisis. The State of New York set up a “Municipal Assistance Corporation”
(MAC) to manage the crisis. By August 1975, MAC announced cuts totaling 15,000 people, or
nearly one-fifth of the entire workforce of the Board of Educationv (Shanker, 1975). Although
the numbers proved inflated, by mid-September the Board calculated that 4,542 classroom
teachers and supervisors would lose their jobs. In addition, the positions of two-thirds of all
paraprofessionals, totaling 5, 970, would be eliminated (Shanker, 1975).
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While many associate the advent of the neoliberal era with Ronald Reagan’s ascendance
to the presidency, New York City Democratic mayor Edward I. Koch, elected in 1977, enacted
many of the policies associated with this political worldview prior to Reagan. It was at this
moment, historian Joshua Freeman (2000) argues, that “bankers, financiers, and conservative
ideologues made an audacious grab for power” (p. 256). The economic downturns of the 1970s,
brought about in large measure by the financing of the Vietnam War, opened the door to
challenges to the Great Society and War on Poverty (McKee, 2011). As postwar surpluses gave
way to budget deficits at the city, state and federal levels, ideological opponents of the liberal
welfare state seized the opportunity to challenge big government’s subsidy of social programs.
As historian Alice O’Connor (2001) argues, it was not so much the cost of the War on Poverty
programs but the ebbing of freedom struggles and their political strength that sealed the
programs’ fate. Because of its empowerment of the poor as political actors, local elites often
virulently opposed continuation of the policy (McGuinn, 2006; O’Connor, 2001).
By the late 1970s, with the New York City fiscal crisis as the economic backdrop and
justification, Koch began an onslaught on public sector unions and social welfare spending
(Soffer, 2010). In the name of protecting taxpayers and boosting “investor confidence,” Koch
abandoned traditional democratic constituencies in the labor and civil rights movements in favor
of real estate interests and gentrification policies. In coded racist language, Koch castigated the
decentralized school boards as corrupt and referred to heads of Black and Hispanic community
social service agencies as “poverty pimps.” Neoliberal reforms in the 1980s and 1990s bore
echoes of Koch’s strategy, as calls for accountability and the need for measurable impact studies
became the new norm in education as well as in other areas of government policy (Soffer, 2010;
O’Connor, 2001). What the Aspira Consent Decree was not able to achieve, neoliberal
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education reform has. Top-down, one-size-fits-all reform is inimical to bottom-up attempts by
communities to create educational programs that best serve their children.
During Luis Cartagena’s term as principal, Title VII aid was ebbing, and the Board of
Education was pressuring the school to put more emphasis on reading in English. By the late
‘80s mandated standardized testing began at the Bilingual School. The language model started
to change. Nadine Soria explains: “(Cartagena) had to tweak the model because of the tests.
They may have started the transition by giving them more English sooner because the testing
was basically in English. So there was a lot of bureaucratic pressure to transition to English as
soon as possible and they were getting less Spanish” (Nadine Soria, personal communication,
May 8, 2013).
Federal Support for Bilingual Education Through the 1980s
By the 1980s, major transformations in educational policy had also taken place on the
federal level. The original mandate for bilingual education codified in Title VII of the
Elementary and Secondary Education in 1968 narrowed after the renewal of the Act in 1974.
The 1974 version of the Act specified that the federal government would only support
transitional bilingual education programs in which students received instruction in their native
language for three years before transitioning to English-only instruction. Even in its heyday,
Title VII never provided sufficient monies to thoroughly fund bilingual education programs
nationally. As far back as 1970, Joshua Fishman and John Lovas lamented the wholly
inadequate level of support for bilingual education by the federal government, claiming this lead
to a lack of properly trained personnel in the field and a lack of evaluative programs, curricula,
materials and methods (Fishman & Lovas, 1970).
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With the demise of social justice movements that arose in the 1960s, multicultural and
bilingual education began to lose even more support. With the Reagan presidency, federal
support for bilingual education turned to open hostility. This attitude coincided with the Reagan
administration’s general retrenchment on enforcing civil rights legislation. Reagan characterized
the War on Poverty as a failure, even though it cut the poverty rate from 20% in 1964 to an alltime low of 11% in the late 1970s (O’Connor, 2001). School spending was among the many
federal social welfare areas Reagan targeted; he promised in 1980 to shutter his predecessor’s
newly-created Department of Education, and in 1981, he successfully urged Congress to cut
federal education spending by twenty percent (McGuinn, 2006). In 1982, a national commission
came out with a report “A Nation at Risk” claiming that America’s schools were failing
(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1982). The report, as well as others that
followed, called for an end to compensatory programs. Its release cemented political and policy
shifts away from efforts toward equity to a focus on “excellence” in individual pupil
performance (Ravitch, 2009).
The era of the federal government’s receptivity to multiculturalism and multilingualism
ushered in by President Johnson’s signing of the Bilingual Education Act on January 2, 1968
came to an abrupt end on February 2, 1981. It was on that day, in his first major official act, that
Secretary of Education Terrel Bell revoked proposed replacement guidelines for the 1975 Lau
Remedies that would have required public schools to teach bilinguals in their native languages.
Because the Office of Civil Rights neither enforced nor monitored the Lau Remedies, school
officials around the country operated as if they did not have to offer any kind of special program
to ELLs. They saw the federal government’s actions as an invitation to withdraw bilingual
education programs, including in New York where the ACD applied (Santiago Santiago, 1986).
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The 1984 reauthorization of the Bilingual Education Act began a retreat from accepting
bilingual education as a civil rights remedy for ELLs. Federal regulations in 1985 set yet a lower
bar for Lau compliance (National Council of La Raza, 1985). In 1985, Reagan’s Secretary of
Education, William Bennett, propagated the lie that bilingual education was a failure and the
cause of the high dropout rate among Latino students (Crawford, 1989; Reyes, 2006a). By the
1980s, the tone and focus of the Bilingual Education Act had shifted to English-only (García,
Kleifgen & Falchi, 2008). In 1984, ten years after the Aspira Consent Decree was approved, a
report entitled “Ten Years of Neglect: The Failure to Serve Language Minority Children in the
NYC Public Schools” reported that 40% of eligible language minority children were not
receiving bilingual ed or ESL services.
Thanks to the English-only movement which sought to establish English as the only
official language in the United States, bilingual education became an ideologically-charged
issue. This nativist project began in the 1980s and reached a crescendo with Ron Unz’s “English
for Children Initiative" in California which passed in 1998 (García, Kleifgen & Falchi, 2008).46
The antagonism to languages other than English made the implementation of developmental
bilingual education programs politically unviable.47 LaFontaine believed that sound pedagogy
suddenly became politically anathema as a result of the launch of the English-only movement in
the 1980s:

46

Proposition 58 reversed the English Only for Children Initiative in 2016.
The repercussions of the English-only movement have continued through the present day. By 2007, twenty-eight
states had passed English Only laws. The effects of this project can be detected in federal legislation as well,
including in No Child Left Behind in 2000 and in the latest reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA), the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). See Chapter 8: Conclusion for a futher discussion
of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).
47
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Over time politically and because there was such a movement in this country of Englishonly, it was seen that these bilingual programs are a threat to the history of this country,
of this English-speaking country. They could accept a transitional program, where you
teach the kids in their language temporarily until they learn English and then they have to
be out of it. So politically over time, because of Title VII and Title I and the consent
decrees that came out, they were always pushing for a transitional program (Hernán
LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014.)
The 1990s
At P.S. 25 in the 1990s, a wave of Spanish-speaking students came in with no education
from countries like Ecuador and the Dominican Republic (Hernán LaFontaine, personal
communication, October 27, 2014; Dahlia Tully, personal communication, May 8, 2013). When
the next principal of P.S. 25, Miriam Martinez-Diaz, came in after Luis Cartagena retired in
October 1993, she wanted to substitute the school’s bilingual education model with what she
called a dual language program. Martinez-Diaz had worked as a secretary in a program at the
school in 1971 and knew Cartagena. Returning to P.S. 25 as principal “felt like coming back
home” (Miriam Martinez-Diaz, personal communication, July 24, 2013). She had been working
with a bilingual publishing company, so when she came to P.S. 25, many staff knew her. She
endeavored to keep as much of the school culture as possible, including the twice yearly
multicultural shows.
The dual language program, however, brought new problems. Nadine Soria explains
some of the difficulties that arose with P.S. 25 implementing the dual language program:
There has to be a lot of coordination between the two teachers. We would alternate every
week, and you can’t teach what was done before. And so you have to plan for that. And
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if the teachers are not a good fit in working together…In the beginning the idea was great
when two people agreed to work together. In June, we would sit down, plan the units.
And then in September we would come back and be told ‘You have to do it with her.’ ‘I
have to do it with her? I don’t like her as a teacher. She’s not as dedicated as I am. She
doesn’t put in as much.’ So it wasn’t successful because you didn’t have the same level
of quality of teachers. And eventually it fizzled out (Nadine Soria, personal
communication, May 8, 2013).
Dahlia Tully explains, “After Cartagena left, things changed. Again the regulations of
the Board of Education made it difficult to maintain…It became more in English because they
had to take the LA (language achievement) test. By fourth grade we tried to reduce the Spanish
so they would get better prepared (Dahlia Tully, personal communication, May 8, 2013).48
In the early 1990s, a couple of years before Cartagena’s retirement, political infighting at
the District 7 Community School Board led to the ouster of the dedicated and beloved
superintendent, Carmen Rodriguez, and the appointment of a new superintendent, Pedro “Pete”
Crespo. A damning report published in June 1996 by the Special Commissioner of Investigation
for the New York City schools entitled, “An Investigation Into Misconduct In Community
School District 7” concluded in part:
The parents of the children attending school in Community School District 7 might
assume, quite naturally, that the priorities of the educational leaders in the District are
fixed on the improvement of education there. Based on our findings, however, those who
assume that the welfare of the schoolchildren comes first in District 7 are sadly mistaken.

48

“The Spanish Language Achievement Test they took was essentially the Metropolitan Achievement Test in
Reading and Math in Spanish” (Hernán LaFontaine, personal communication, October 27, 2014).
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Instead, the priorities of Community School Board 7 have more to do with politics,
patronage and perquisites for Board members and their families and political allies than
with education. It is a classic case of political back-scratching: Pedro ("Pete") Crespo,
the superintendent selected by the members of the community school board (the
"Board"), hires the family members of certain Board members and approves the purchase
of expensive perquisites for Board members' use, while also organizing large parties in
their honor. In return, these Board members, or at least a majority voting bloc carefully
cultivated by Superintendent Crespo, can be counted on to rubber-stamp his proposals
and renew his contract. Everyone benefits from this arrangement, except, of course, the
children of Community School District 7, whose educational needs are urgent (Roberts,
Comiskey, Iannozzi, Leong, 1996, p. 1.)49
Martinez-Diaz opined “Crespo became Superintendent a couple of years before Luis left
and had another agenda. He tried to tell Luis what to do. Maybe that’s why he left” (Miriam
Martinez-Diaz, personal communication, July 24, 2013). When Cartagena left, it was Crespo
who asked Martinez-Diaz to take his place. She replied, “But those are some very big shoes to
fill.” He answered cryptically, “I don’t want you to fill his shoes” (Miriam Martinez-Diaz,
personal communication, July 24, 2013). Martinez-Diaz explained how the nature and the
constraints of the job had drastically changed by the time she assumed the helm of P.S. 25:
I will say that the principalship has been reduced to a managerial position, answering emails, looking after AYP’s. Before, Luis could make a proposal and whatever he wanted,
he got. Luis could take a couple of months and put his bulletin boards together, a couple

49

For full report see: http://www.nycsci.org/reports/6-96%20DIST%207%20RPT.PDF
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of months to put his museum together (Miriam Martinez-Diaz, personal communication,
July 24, 2013.)
Linda Falcón agrees: “They’ve taken the joy out of teaching. Luis used to always make
bulletin boards. He had a museum. Principals couldn’t do that today because they’re pulled
every which way” (Linda Falcón, personal communication, August 21, 2013). Luis Cartagena
reflects on the loss of the Afro-Hispanic Museum after he retired: “We were the only school that
had an Afro-Hispanic Museum. The only one. And it’s gone. These things require a lot of work
after 3:00, and not too many people are willing to stay that late” (Luis Cartagena, personal
communication, April 8, 2017). Nevertheless, Martinez-Diaz maintains that because parents and
children from the community were still allowed to bring their language and culture into the
school that a sense of family continued to prevail during her principalship.
Scholars have indicated that individual principals determine the course of the school and
a change of leadership can alter the nature of the education delivered in the school (Hauser,
2002; Semel, 1992; Semel, 1999). As Max Weber has pointed out, exceptional personal qualities
inspire loyalty and legitimization of the norms a leader seeks to instill (Weber, 2015). Often
with the loss of the vision and charismatic leadership of the original school head, the mission of a
school can go astray and get whittled down over the years (Sadovnik & Semel, 2002). The
appears to have occurred at P.S. 25. While many outside factors beyond the control of the
principal affected the school, the lack of strong leadership after the departure of Luis Cartagena
as principal of P.S. 25 certainly played a role in the diminishment of the school’s original model.
In the 1990s, the school acquired a half-day Pre-K program. Although it had been a K
through 6 grade school, it eventually became a K-5 school. Then in the 2004-2005 school year
during the principalship of Miriam Martinez-Diaz, P.S. 25 was subjected to a disastrous
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bureaucratic decision that plagued the school for three years. Acting on a decision made at the
central Board headquarters, District 7 chose to make P.S. 25 a K-8 school. On many levels, the
situation was set up for failure. The decision was made without consulting the school
administration or considering the school’s needs, strengths or limitations. The school building,
with its small classrooms and narrow corridors, was ill-equipped to handle this addition. The
cafeteria, located in the basement, was very small. There was only one bathroom, either a girls
or boys bathroom, on each floor. One teacher commented on the problems the poorly conceived
plan created: “That mess of bigger kids, more aggressive kids, the building isn’t made for that,
and you have to deal with eighth graders sharing a bathroom with first graders, intimidating
them. You don’t have a monitor in the bathroom. Anything can happen in the bathroom. It
creates a lot of problems which they could have avoided if they only listened and said, ‘Maybe
one of the newer schools like P.S. 18 or P.S. 30 could have kept the smaller kids away from the
older kids.’ Because that creates a lot of problems. That creates chaos in the school. You’re not
using your time to help the students, you’re using your time to try to break up the fights” (Nadine
Soria, personal communication, May 8, 2013).
Sixth, seventh and eighth grade students had to change teachers for every subject. Their
physically moving from one place to another in the hallways made it very difficult and
intimidating for the younger children to get around. Teacher Nadine Soria recalls how if they
had been able to just keep their fifth graders until the sixth grade, without the addition of seventh
and eighth graders, the plan might have worked. Instead, the district made the change in the
worst possible way:
So first we thought well we’ll just keep our fifth graders and transition them into sixth
graders. We could deal with that. We knew the kids. We knew the parents. They’d
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been there since kindergarten so discipline wouldn’t be so bad. But our district had
open enrollment, so now you had to be open to all the kids from all the other schools
who want to come into your school building, and losing some of your own kids who
want to go to some of the other intermediate schools (Nadine Soria, personal
communication, May 8, 2013.)
In making the decision, the district showed no acknowledgment or respect for the
bilingual/multicultural nature of the school or the inclusion of the arts. The school wanted to
continue its themes in the new middle school grades, but it proved difficult to find teachers with
expertise to fill the positions. They just appointed whatever teachers they could find, not ones
they ordinarily would have chosen for their good fit with the school’s mission. Therefore, the
school did not have the program in place that they would have liked to have offered the upper
grade students.
The district also made a bad situation harder by sending P.S. 25 some of the most
difficult students. Nadine Soria, who taught during those years, remembers, “And then the
district says, ‘Oh, we’re going to send this guy to you.’ And he’s brought in in handcuffs. And,
‘Oh, we’re going to send you this guy and this guy and this guy because no other school wants
them. So we’re going to send them to your school.’ So this is when, right off the bat, you’re
going to have a lot of discipline problems in that sixth grade” (Nadine Soria, personal
communication, May 8, 2013). Although the principal did the best she could, she was not sent
an extra principal or even an extra assistant principal to deal with the upper grade kids. By that
time the principal, Miriam Martinez-Diaz, perhaps not uncoincidentally, had decided to retire.
Commenting on that ill-fated experiment, Nadine Soria notes “And they didn’t even know what
they were doing. It was a mess. The teachers were very, very unhappy. Thankfully now it’s
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back to K-5. But those three years were bad” (Nadine Soria, personal communication, May 8,
2013).
Withdrawal of Federal Government Support
The repercussions of the English-only movement have continued through the present day.
By 2007, twenty-eight states had passed English-only laws. In 2002, with bipartisan support,
George W. Bush signed into law the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which replaced the
Bilingual Education Act with the English Language Acquisition , Language Enhancement, and
Academic Achievement Act. This change in federal legislation eliminated the term “bilingual”
entirely from federal law (Menken, 2006). With one stroke of the pen, George W. Bush did
away with bilingual education and substituted it with something called English Language
Acquisition. Whereas the ESEA emphasized equity through equal opportunity, NCLB
demanded equality of testing outcomes.
With the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002, discretionary federal funding for
bilingual education ended. Now federal funding for K-12 is allocated to state departments of
education to use at their discretion. Furthermore, the requirement that ELLs participate in
statewide content-area testing as well as English language testing has had the effect of
dismantling the bilingual programs that had been in place (Crawford, 2007). Indeed, because
NCLB’s accountability requirements specify standardized testing as the instrument of
measurement, schools are disinclined to admit ELLs at all (Menken, 2006). The NCLB change
in emphasis from becoming “truly bilingual” to “closing the achievement gap through testing
and English immersion” has very unfortunate real consequences for ELLs (García, Kleifgen &
Falchi, 2008). The inevitable resulting focus on test prep and English-only instruction in
classrooms in New York City and throughout the country actually hinders progress in English
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language learning (Menken, 2006). Bilingual students do not develop academic proficiency in
their first language, negatively affecting their ability to develop academic proficiency in English.
English-only education represents a “dissonance between policy and research” (Garcia, Kleifgen
& Falchi, 2008).
With teacher evaluation contingent on student test scores post NCLB, it is very hard to
maintain the sense of community feeling and support that prevailed in the early years at the
Bilingual School. In the words of one teacher, “Today there is more isolation between teacher
and teacher within the same school, not only between parents and the school” (Freebbie Rivera,
personal communication, December 12, 2016).
Many former students decide to send their own children to P.S. 25 when they become
parents. But in another sad indication of the school’s decline, when they see that their kids do
not have the same experience at the school as they had, they become disappointed and sometimes
withdraw their children from the school. Dahlia Tully, a teacher who was in the school a long
time said: “And you had Patrick. He became a cop and he brought his kids back to our school
up to second grade. And another girl I had. She brought her kids. She used to be what’s his
name’s girlfriend, Carlos, one of my favorite students, and she brought her kids back. And after
a while she saw the change and left (personal communication, May 8, 2013). Alicia Rendón,
who attended P.S. 25 while Luis Cartagena was principal and graduated in 1988, sent her son to
the school in 2006. Sadly, she soon realized that the school had changed from the time she had
attended (personal communication, July 24, 2013).
P.S. 25 Today
Carmen Toledo-Guerrero, the Bronx-born daughter of parents from Puerto Rico, entered
the city school system unable to speak English, like the majority of the students who entered P.S.
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25 in 1968, its inaugural year as a bilingual school. She worked her way up from teacher’s aide
to teacher to staff developer to assistant principal. After Miriam Martinez-Diaz retired in 2008,
she became principal of P.S. 25, right in the midst of the NCLB accountability frenzy. In an
effort to raise the school’s test scores, she pushed data-driven planning and had the walls painted
bright, vivid colors, with each floor painted its own color, among other reforms. As the federal
government changed the definition of educational equity from equalizing funding for all students
to a measurement of their testing outcomes, priorities changed for the principals. Whereas in
1968, a priority was building community, in 2008 it was a change of staff. While in 1968
developing bilingualism and multiculturalism formed the reigning ideology of the school, by
2008 it had become improving test scores.
Approximately one-third of the students who enter P.S. 25 today, like their predecessors
in 1968, are English learners. In the 2010-2011 school year, the school enrolled 397 students
and 120 were classified as emergent bilinguals. Of these, 90% had Spanish as their home
language. In the 2015-2016 school year, enrollment had increased to about 547 students. About
half of the emergent bilinguals are foreign born, mostly from Spanish-speaking Latin American
countries. While in 1968 most of the Spanish-speaking students at P.S. 25 were from Puerto
Rico, today their countries of origin span a broader range of countries in South and Central
America, with a predominance of refugees from Honduras. English learners also include
Garifuna and French speakers, as well as Fulani speakers from West Africa. Many arrive barely
able to read or write in their native language, much less in English.
Parents of the children who do not yet speak English choose either transitional bilingual
classes (TBE) or ESL classes, where all instruction is in English, with some native language
support for their children. Although most parents opt for the bilingual classes, the nature of the
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bilingual education program has diminished from the original developmental bilingual education
program established at P.S. 25 in 1968. Now, through TBE and ESL classes, the push is to
transition as quickly as possible to English-only instruction rather than to develop fluency and
biliteracy in English and Spanish. TBE classes focus on using the students’ home language to
support the acquisition of English. The percentage of instruction in Spanish and English depends
on the students’ proficiency in English, with the amount of Spanish instruction decreasing as
English proficiency increases. Once the students pass the NYSESLAT exam, they exit the TBE
program and enter monolingual English classes. Today, there is only one transitional bilingual
education class in every grade (Carmen Toledo-Guerrero, personal communication, June 14,
2016).
Ms. Toledo-Guerrero explains that when she became principal, the school did attempt to
implement dual language bilingual classes. For two years, there were two or three classes with
dual language instruction. She describes how this model of developmental bilingual education
did not work out at the school: “When I looked at the outcome, I saw that teacher training was
limited. Students in these classes had mixed challenges. Dual language didn’t fall in place. We
had to look at teacher training. We had to move towards transitional bilingual. So many
children are acquiring social language, but academic language isn’t there.” Unlike the incoming
teachers in 1968 who benefitted prior to and throughout the school year from intensive training
in bilingual education funded by Title I and Title VII, no such governmental largesse remained in
the 2000s to support developmental bilingual education programs.
With the federal government holding schools accountable through high stakes testing in
English, Toledo-Guerrero explained her dilemma and how the former values of the school got
eroded:
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One of the biggest struggles has been keeping up with the stakes. There used to
be testing every three years. About ten years ago it became every year. The
change of stakes changed the school. Do I get a dual language bilingual teacher
or a reading recovery teacher? We hadn’t raised the scores for 10-15 years. The
prior principal (Ms. Díaz) tried to keep the same model as Cartagena and the
school was about to be closed. I feel terrible because I value the arts. Students
had difficulties with their own language and then to learn English on top of that.
They were not making the score. Because of high stakes, we have to focus on
ELA instead of the other way. As soon as we switched to more English, we saw
the scores go up (Carmen Toledo-Guerrero, personal communication, June 14,
2016.)
Testing imperatives ended up pushing the school away from the dual language bilingual
education model it had tried to adopt and the emphasis on the arts that had thrived under
Cartagena’s leadership.
NCLB prioritized reading and math scores above all else. As former teachers from P.S.
25, Nadine Soria and Dahlia Tully believe this has distorted the school’s focus: “Everything
now is geared to reading and math. We used to have reading in all subject areas.” In contrast to
the support for teachers given by LaFontaine, Pagán and Cartagena, these teachers say, “Now the
attitude is ‘Don’t ask for help ‘cause then you’re no good’” ((Nadine Soria, personal
communication, May 8, 2013; Dahlia Tully, personal communication, May 8, 2013).
Another major factor affecting students’ families is poverty. Indeed, 100% of the total
school population at P.S. 25 currently qualifies for free or reduced price lunch (Sánchez, Espinet
& Seltzer, 2014). Many of the students have unstable living conditions, with multiple families
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living in one room. After a series of home visits, the staff at P.S. 25 observed unhealthy
conditions and subsequently collected bed sheets, pots and pans to distribute to the families.
Toledo-Guerrero laments the fact that the school cannot follow its original bilingual education
model: “I was a dual language teacher. I would like to follow the old model. The fact that it’s a
transient community. So much interrupted education. I’ve had families who have moved three
times in a year. Every time I think, ‘Can we try to do this?’ we can’t move. As much as I want
it, I seem to never be able to implement it” (personal communication, June 14, 2016).
Toledo-Guerrero elaborates on some of the challenges that confront her and the school
that mitigate against bilingual instruction, one being students’ interrupted education: “Where’s
the time to do what we believe in? Most of the children from the Caribbean, especially from the
Dominican Republic, have no schooling. We’re talking about third grade, fourth grade, fifth
grade. We might as well start in English” (personal communication, June 14, 2016).
In spite of the professed inability to implement a developmental bilingual education
program, in interviews, teachers and administrators expressed a strong belief that literacy is best
achieved in students’ dominant language (Sánchez, Espinet & Seltzer, 2014). And in a carryover
from the original days of the Bilingual School, approximately 98% of the teachers, as well as the
principal, are bilingual in English and Spanish. Their bilingualism facilitates communication
with parents as well as students. In a display of its continued commitment to bilingual education
in principle, over 70% of the teachers at P.S. 25 have a bilingual teaching certification or
extension (Sánchez, Espinet & Seltzer, 2014). Teachers in many classrooms, including in ESL
classes, use students’ home language for scaffolding important concepts and promoting transfer
of content knowledge to English. And the multicultural backgrounds of students continue to be
embraced and recognized in classrooms. Multilingual ecology is witnessed throughout the
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school, nowhere more than in the bilingual labels and books in the interactive science “Indoyard
Exploration Center,” a room full of science displays and manipulative materials located in a
large, open room on the first floor adjacent to the side entrance of the school.
In spite of the weakening of the bilingual education program, elements of the original
Bilingual School continue to live on at P.S. 25, notably, collaboration with parents. In
partnership with Aspira, the school offers after school programs for students as well as twice a
week ESL classes for parents. The school has also established the “Parents as Partners in
Achievement” program in which they offer workshops in Spanish and English for parents two or
three times a month. The workshops address different ways parents can support their children’s
learning. Other issues of importance to parents, including physical and emotional health and
handling practical needs, also are topics of workshops (Sánchez, Espinet & Seltzer, 2014). In
addition to organizing these programs, the Spanish-English bilingual coordinator welcomes
parents into her office at any time during the day to help them fill out applications for housing,
food stamps, employment or to assist them with any other needs. Parents still are welcomed in
to the school to volunteer. On the first Friday of each month, parents are invited in to their
children’s classrooms to read to the class in a program called “Second Cup of Coffee” (Carmen
Toledo-Guerrero, personal communication, June 14, 2016). Books are available in English and
Spanish, so the parents can choose a book in the language they prefer. The parent volunteers
receive books in English and Spanish to take home to continue reading with their children
(Sánchez, Espinet & Seltzer, 2014).
Upon returning to the school after many years, Hernán LaFontaine and Evelyn Colón
were startled by the changes. Colón recalls, “We were shocked when going in. At each door
was a police officer” (personal communication, October 27, 2014). Although diminished from

309

the original model, bilingualism and parental participation continue to be supported at P.S. 25,
both as instructional tools and as means for creating a cohesive community. In spite of its high
poverty index and high percentage of emergent bilinguals, its continued embrace of bilingualism,
however limited, is one factor that has contributed to its above average performance on state
achievement tests.50
Conclusion
In conclusion, the additive bilingual education that P.S. 25 achieved for one of the
poorest communities in the United States came about due to grassroots activism and
mobilization. Aspira and its judicial representative, the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and
Education Fund (PRLDEF) chose to channel their energy not into promoting mass mobilization
but rather into legal reform to achieve their goals. The results they achieved through this
approach, codified in the Aspira Consent Decree, were accomodationist in nature, veering more
towards assimilation than the cultural and linguistic pluralism found at P.S. 25. The long-lasting
effects of this compromise reverberated to the detriment of bilingual students, as it limited the
ability for the replication of the P.S. 25 model in the New York City school system.
After the loss of the founding charismatic leaders who possessed and fostered the vision
that created the school, it proved nearly impossible for P.S. 25 to maintain its original character.
A switch to neoliberal priorities erased the traces of government-sponsored activism of the past
and government support for community-centered action for community needs, further eroding

50

For a more complete profile of P.S. 25, The Bilingual School today, see: Sánchez, M.T., Espinet, I., Seltzer, K.
(2014, February). Supporting emergent bilinguals in New York: Understanding successful school practices. New
York: CUNY-NYS Initiative on Emergent Bilinguals.
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the school’s mission. The change in government policy at all levels, from an emphasis on
ensuring equality of opportunity to one of holding schools accountable for student achievement,
put severe pressure on the school. Bilingualism, biculturalism, community feeling, and
appreciation of the arts are not attributes that can be measured in high-stakes reading and math
tests. “Market forces,” as Labaree (1988) calls them, can derail even the most successful school
experiments.
Today high-stakes testing has eroded the original developmental bilingual education
mandate of P.S. 25 as well as the original model of community-centered schooling. We see an
example of a school driven less by its stated founding purpose to educate all children to become
fully bilingual in English and Spanish, than one more concerned with complying with the federal
and state standardized testing mandates. Speaking of P.S. 25 today, an anonymous teacher who
recently taught there sums up the changes: “It’s a lovely school, but not a bilingual school. It’s
more transitional now. It’s no longer “The Bilingual School.” The administrators have buckled
under pressure.”
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Chapter 8: Conclusion

A True Community School
Many educational theorists have written about how to improve schooling for Puerto
Ricans and Latinos (Castillo-Montoya & Torres-Guzmán, 2012; Hidalgo, 2000; Irizarry &
Antrop-González, 2007; Nieto, 1995; Rolón-Dow, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999). But aside from
Sonia Nieto who began her career there, few have looked at the example of the first
bilingual/bicultural school founded by Puerto Ricans for Puerto Ricans in New York City - P.S.
25. Yet, the school played a vital role in the development and dissemination of bilingual
education in New York City and beyond. Its history demonstrates how a group of committed
educators in one school worked to realize activist goals that have had a lasting impact on the
education of Latino and other marginalized students up to the present day.
The Bilingual School was a product of the civil rights movement in the United States and
one key manifestation of that movement in New York City, the struggle for community control
of schools. For Puerto Ricans, their goal was not integration, but maintenance of their culture as
a distinct entity within American society. As a colonized minority within the United States,
preservation of their language was fundamental to the preservation of their cultural and ethnic
identity.
P.S. 25 represents the beginning of a new era. It did not go as far as activists wanted, but
it showed that under the right conditions, community-centered schooling worked. Although the
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larger community control movement was defeated in New York City, P.S. 25 showed that with a
committed administration and staff, the principles of community control could flourish and help
an individual school thrive. Because of the destruction of the community control movement,
New York City never got the opportunity to witness what true community schools would look
like. An examination of P.S. 25 during its early years gives us an indication of how holistic,
decolonizing, community-centered primary schooling might have developed if the community
control movement had prevailed. The parents and activists who fought for community control,
and had their aspirations crushed with the demise of the three experimental community control
school districts after 1969, are vindicated by the P.S. 25 experience. It proved that what Evelina
Antonetty and the other community control activists had fought for could work.
By 1967-68 the civil rights movement had brought about the particular confluence of
conditions on the federal, city and neighborhood levels to make the formation of this pioneering
school possible. Through grassroots organizing in the 1960s, Puerto Rican intellectuals,
professionals and activists amassed sufficient power to effect the change they envisioned to
benefit Puerto Rican children in New York City public schools. In 1968, at P.S. 25 in the South
Bronx, they shaped a school for their children in the manner they saw fit. The founding of P.S.
25 marked an aggressive and successful challenge to the sweeping prerogatives and powers of
the New York City school system. In establishing the school, they exercised the same principle
of self-determination for the Puerto Rican children of the South Bronx that many Puerto Rican
activists in New York sought for the status of the island. By forging this epistemological and
political stance, the school staked a position in the decolonial political movements of the time.
Thanks to pressure from the larger civil rights movement, President Johnson charged the
U.S. government with helping the underprivileged, and forged a federal campaign to eliminate
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poverty. The War on Poverty brought not just federal money but a philosophy that enabled a
community to design a solution to its schooling on its own terms, something not seen before or
since. Through the founding and growth of P.S. 25, The Bilingual School, we can see the
promise of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, “maximum feasible participation” of the poor
realized on the ground in the South Bronx. Its restructuring of standing educational paradigms
represented a logical outcome of maximum feasible participation. The case of P.S. 25 shows us
that federal antipoverty programs could work and bring positive and lasting change. Educational
historians say that there was no “golden age” for public education in U.S. history (Kantor &
Brenzel, 1992). But that was not the case for bilingual education in New York City. As Carmen
Pérez-Hogan says of the 1960s and 1970s, “Money was coming in. It was a golden age”
(personal communication, April 5, 2012).
The history of P.S. 25 reveals another fundamental aspect of the War on Poverty: that it
created new jobs for Latinos who had previously been excluded from the teaching profession.
The War on Poverty made it possible for P.S. 25 to train and empower local community people
as well as other Puerto Ricans who were the first generation in their families to become
professionals. While some, such as José Serrano, soared to prominence and illustrious careers,
others, such as Maria Nieves and Ramonita Ortíz, were given the space and opportunity to
optimize their leadership skills. P.S. 25 realized a principal tenet of the War on Poverty: that the
poor knew best how to help themselves (McKee, 2011).
In addition, funding from the War on Poverty as channeled through P.S. 25 brought forth
an original progressive and humanistic model of education designed especially for the Puerto
Rican and African American community it served. Bilingualism at the school enriched students
and stimulated greater parental participation. Title VII funds provided the conditions to free
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teachers to collaborate, be creative and engage parents. Parent participation was encouraged, and
parents were actively engaged in the school doing everything from volunteering in classrooms,
holding meetings, taking classes, sewing students’ costumes for performances to performing
themselves. In this way P.S. 25 demolished the stereotype that poor parents have no interest in
participating in their childrens’ schools.
While conservatives have derided the War on Poverty as nothing more than an engine for
corruption and wasted taxpayer money, an examination of the lasting legacy of P.S. 25 seriously
challenges this interpretation. The school’s immense productivity and creativity in the form of
original pedagogy, bilingual/multicultural curricula, and its role in the creation of the first
Master’s program in Bilingual Education at NYU influenced and expanded the field of Bilingual
Education in ways heretofore unacknowledged.
The story of P.S. 25 also contributes to the body of literature that challenges the dominant
narrative of the Bronx as solely a zone of destruction and despair during the 1960s and 1970s.
The valiant pioneers of P.S. 25 stuck with their new experiment in education during these years,
in spite of rampant fires and drug addiction that simultaneously ravaged the neighborhood.
The administrators and teachers of P.S. 25 set out to make the school reflective of the
multilingual reality of the students and community they served and to treat bilingualism as a
resource for all students, not only those learning English. P.S. 25’s bilingual education model
intended that Spanish-dominant as well as English-dominant students would become bilingual in
Spanish and English. The maintenance of Spanish served to nurture and maintain family bonds
while strengthening the sense of Puerto Rican identity and pride (Hidalgo, 2000; Wong Fillmore,
1991; 2000). The administrators and teachers created a community-centered school that fostered
support, love and inclusion among faculty, staff, students and parents. The educational
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reformers at P.S. 25 demonstrated that an emphasis on the personal aspects of education is
crucial for schools to be effective, especially at the primary level.
The school’s example offers a solution to the problems that can occur when cultural and
linguistic divides and disconnects exist between the educational authorities and the communities
they serve. Prior to P.S. 25, schools in New York City followed pedagogies geared toward
cultural and linguistic assimilation of Puerto Rican students. Leonard Covello introduced
community-centered education and culturally relevant pedagogy and linguistic practices into the
classroom at Benjamin Franklin High School as early as the 1930s. In 1958 The Puerto Rican
Study recommended supporting maintenance of the Spanish language and hiring of Spanishspeaking personnel in schools to assist the academic achievement of Puerto Rican students.
However, it was not until the establishment of P.S. 25 that these successful, comprehensive
policies were implemented permanently in a New York City public school and replicated in other
schools throughout the city.
In an era when community control of schools was systematically destroyed throughout
the city, it is notable that this one school in the South Bronx defied the powers that be, including
the UFT. Evelina Antonetty and the community parents at United Bronx Parents established a
solid foundation to create and maintain the first bilingual school. Through grassroots
mobilization and direct actions, Evelina Antonetty wielded power in District 7 in the Bronx. She
and United Bronx Parents laid the groundwork for the P.S. 25 experiment, and enabled it to gain
the unwavering support of the local school board and Assistant District Superintendent
Friedman. This solid community backing ensured that the UFT stayed away, even though P.S.
25 remained open during the teachers strike in September 1968. Albert Shanker and the UFT
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only picked battles where they knew they could win, and they were no match for United Bronx
Parents in the South Bronx.
Community backing also proved decisive in getting Friedman to designate the school an
“experiment,” the same status enjoyed by Ocean Hill-Brownsville, Two Bridges and I.S. 201.
Thanks to this designation, P.S. 25 successfully navigated the official constrictions placed on the
operation of community schools. This official approval at the local level provided the founders
with an extraordinary degree of freedom and autonomy to design their school as they saw fit.
Hernán LaFontaine gained permission to bypass the Board of Examiners seniority list. He had
the power to choose and hire his own staff and design an original pedagogy and curriculum for
P.S. 25, just as in the three experimental districts. Such self-determination was unheard of at the
time; in fact, the attempt to bypass the seniority rules in the community control districts brought
about their demise. Yet P.S. 25 was able to introduce a curriculum that responded to the
community’s demand to maintain students’ cultural identity and language without controversy or
backlash. Knowing the historical context makes P.S. 25’s achievements all the more remarkable.
In essence, LaFontaine was granted the autonomy to carry out the demands of the community
control movement, after community control had been officially destroyed.
Because P.S. 25 was a single school, it did not represent a threat to the status quo. As
David Rogers comments, the teachers union did not attack it because “(They) had bigger fish to
fry” (David Rogers, personal communication, January 9, 2015). There were other reasons why
community control survived and thrived at P.S. 25 whereas it failed elsewhere. One was that
LaFontaine, Pagán, Rivera, Nieto and the other New York-raised Puerto Rican pioneers of P.S.
25 who founded the school dedicated themselves to educating their own. It may have been the
zeitgeist of the times, but the original staff at P.S. 25, who were primarily the first generation of
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their families to get jobs as professionals in the teaching profession, felt a close tie to and
commitment to other Puerto Ricans.
This commitment by Puerto Rican professionals to helping their own gave the school a
special legitimacy in the eyes of the parents. Rogers (1983) underscores the importance of this
allegiance: “(M)any observers of urban schools have known for a long time-that those minorityarea schools regarded locally as community institutions, rather than as “colonial” outposts
manned by outsiders and not oriented toward community needs, are likely to be treated with
more pride and respect. They thus have more legitimacy” (p. 67).
Its small scale gave P.S. 25 an advantage for innovation. As a single school, there were
fewer variables such as politics and personalities to contend with as compared to in an entire
district like Ocean Hill-Brownsville. The Bilingual School also started from scratch. Unlike the
reform projects in the community control experimental districts, LaFontaine and the other
founding administrators, Muriel Pagán and Carmen Rivera, attracted and selected brand new
teachers of their choosing, designed their own curriculum, and created their own school culture.
In the process, the administrators and teachers mentored and produced new Puerto Rican and
bilingual education leaders.
Exceptional and charismatic leadership was another factor in the school’s success.
Hernán LaFontaine’s clear vision, commitment and leadership inspired teacher buy-in and
commitment to the P.S. 25 mission. Luis Cartagena added the arts, building upon LaFontaine’s
groundwork and in the process broadened and deepened the special nature of the school. In
contrast to administrators and educators who felt that their jobs and their autonomy as
professionals would be threatened by community control, LaFontaine and Cartagena fully
embraced it.
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Unfortunately, the new school, poised to set the standard for bilingual education
throughout the city, became diminished after the Aspira Consent Decree (ACD) made
transitional bilingual education programs the new norm for bilingual students in 1974. The
Aspira Consent Decree marked the abandonment of the original vision of the Puerto Rican
community that P.S. 25 represented. For the original visionaries, the purpose of bilingualism
was not only to facilitate English acquisition and integration into American society but to
reinforce the value of cultural and linguistic pluralism for Puerto Ricans and all Americans.
Establishing transitional bilingual education as the de facto program for bilinguals had the effect
of making bilingual education the exclusive province of students who were new to English.
The Aspira Consent Decree also had the effect of reinforcing the view that bilingual
education is fundamentally compensatory rather than additive in nature. This debilitation of the
original vision occurred even though LaFontaine sat at the bargaining table for the Decree in his
capacity as director of the Office of Bilingual Education for the Board of Education. As the
Board of Education attempted to appease the Puerto Rican community by giving it something in
name that it sought in substance, the institutionalization of bilingual education ended up working
against the community. Bilingual education in New York City has been labeled as subtractive
and remedial ever since. The story of the Aspira Consent Decree would suggest that the process
of institutionalization of community demands often results in dissolution of the original vision.
P.S. 25 embodied the hopes of the civil rights movement and the optimism that public
schools could reshape children’s futures. Today these dreams have been replaced by the fantasy
that charter schools will fix education. We hear that more charter schools are needed because
community public schools are “failing” children. Yet P.S. 25 shows that under the right
circumstances, when schools respond to the community’s desires, and principals and teachers are
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given autonomy and governmental financial support, community public schools can thrive.
Long before educational reformers started discussing the importance of “school choice,” P.S. 25
injected the element of choice in neighborhood schools in District 7 in the South Bronx. Millie
Cruz-Fridman elaborates: “Parents had to choose to send their children there. They had to be in
agreement with our particular model. They could have sent their kids to another public school in
the District. And we had …African American students who also did very well in the school”
(Millie Cruz-Fridman, personal communication, March 8, 2014). Most of all, P.S. 25 recast
declensionist narratives upheld by New York City educators at the time that Puerto Rican and
African American children were ineducable.
A look at P.S. 25 benefits all those interested in the education of English learners and the
creation of bilingual subjects in today’s schools. Although the expanding number of dual
language programs are once again increasing the number of developmental bilingual education
programs in New York City and throughout the country, they largely attract middle-class
students who seek to “add” a language to their native English. In contrast, the rich bilingual and
multicultural developmental model of education that P.S. 25 pioneered was designed to serve a
poor inner-city population of mostly Spanish speakers. Decades later, Puerto Rican educators
still affirm the validity of the P.S. 25 approach: “culturally responsive educators…promote
greater school success among Puerto Ricans in the diaspora” (Irizarry & Antrop-González, 2007,
55).
Although designed as a decolonial project, the multicultural ethos that the school
embraced still faces critics on the left. The nature of the criticism lies in the fact that schools
such as P.S. 25 are reformist rather than transformationist nature. Robin Kelley, for example,
problematizes the promotion of multiculturalism that P.S. 25 championed:
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“…why hold on to the policies and promises of multiculturalism and diversity,
especially since they have done nothing to dislodge white supremacy? Indeed I
want to suggest that the triumph of multiculturalism marked defeat for a radical
anti-racist vision. True, multiculturalism emerged in response to struggles waged
by the Black Freedom movement and other oppressed groups in the 1960s and
70s. But the programmatic adoption of diversity, inclusion, and multiculturalism
vampirized the energy of a radical movement that began by demanding the
complete transformation of the social order and the eradication of all forms of
racial, gender, sexual, and class hierarchy” (Kelley, 2016, p. 9.)
Although Kelley is addressing the effect of an insistence for multiculturalism at
the university level, his criticism still bears relevance and raises questions as to the
transformative nature of the project undertaken at P.S. 25. In the 1960s, an era of intense
struggle for equality of educational opportunity and revindication of ethnic identity
through the curriculum, was the creation of P.S. 25 a bid for control through cooptation?
An attempt at placating the fires that fanned the community through permission to carry
out one isolated experiment? While a school on its own cannot save a language or
revolutionize the education of all children of dominated groups, it can be a decisive factor
in language maintenance as well as in the academic achievement of the children who
attend the school (Fishman, 1989; 1991; 1996b). P.S. 25 undertook transformation at the
level of an individual school, and just as with other efforts to improve schooling for
African Americans and Puerto Ricans in the 1960s and 1970s, the project aspired to
establish a new paradigm that would constitute the vanguard for change on a wider level.
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Although it did not alter the entire system, from 1968 through 1974 other bilingual
schools were created following the model of P.S. 25.
However, after 1974, with the Aspira Consent Decree defining bilingual
education as transitional, forces outside the control of the school prevented the P.S. 25
developmental bilingual education model from becoming the norm for the New York
City school system. Clara Rodríguez (1991) answers Kelley and speaks to the necessity
of implementing incremental change the way P.S. 25 did, not out of a desire to do so but
due to a lack of power to implement systemic change:
The Hispanic goal has been to change the system so that Hispanic students would
do well, stay in school, graduate, and go on to college; the system’s goal has been
to get Hispanics to do better, but without changing the system (p. 139.)
Kelley’s critique also ignores the historical realities of 1960s New York City.
Indeed, the attempts by minority communities to radically improve their schools first
through integration and then through the experimental community control districts were
defeated wholesale by entrenched power interests in the city. Given this context, the
survival of P.S. 25, on however small a scale, appears nothing short of remarkable.
In spite of its success, we must recognize that schools, even successful ones like P.S. 25,
do not constitute a panacea for solving all problems of the Latino community. However
important language of instruction, multicultural curriculum, educators from one’s community
and parental participation are, these factors alone do not account for the entirety of school
outcomes for Puerto Ricans. The majority of Puerto Rican students today sit in hyper-segregated
classrooms in underfunded schools, taught with curricula that rarely recognize their cultural
capital. On the island as in the diaspora, pedagogy is designed “to assimilate and subjugate,
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rather than to educate” (Irizarry & Antrop-González, 2007, p. 41). As Jean Anyon (1997)
reminds us, to improve schools we cannot view educational reform in isolation but must address
deeper underlying structural issues such as the elimination of poverty. Although many Puerto
Rican educators became professionals during the 1960s and 1970s, neither P.S. 25 nor the
institution of bilingual education in schools in New York City ended the preponderance of
poverty in the Puerto Rican community.
In the years when P.S. 25 was at its prime, from the 1960s through the 1980s, there was a
space for creativity to flourish. Today, top-down mandates drive teaching practices that are
unfriendly to children, the opposite of the Deweyan practices in place in the first years of P.S.
25. In this age of accountability and draconian punishments, where teachers and principals can
lose their jobs and schools get shut down based on their students’ test scores, it would be
inconceivable for school leaders to have the freedom that LaFontaine and Cartagena did to
realize their vision. Cartagena did not have to go to anyone to ask for permission to do anything.
What school today would allow a museum on the premises? In a poor neighborhood such as
Mott Haven in the South Bronx, today’s bureaucracy would be more concerned about theft than
about the educational benefits inherent in such a project.
One lesson P.S. 25 teaches us is that a government committed to providing federal funds
to communities to devise their own solutions to their own problems can work in ways more
spectacular than the federal government itself could ever envision. The Bilingual School was
born in the 1960s, an era in which the federal government initiated and carried out anti-poverty
policies. During that age of federal activism, which lasted through the 1970s, the achievement
gaps between minority groups and white students decreased (Darling-Hammond, 2012).
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Unfortunately, it is highly doubtful that a school as innovative as the Bilingual School at
the time of its founding could ever be launched in this current environment. Nor do prospects for
the future return of the Latino Bilingual/Bicultural Community School model at P.S. 25 or
elsewhere in New York City appear bright. The 1980s ushered in a wave of conservative reform,
a tide that has lasted to the present day. Rather than emphasizing equity in learning conditions to
ensure a reduction in the achievement gap, federal education reform, starting with the National
Commission on Educational Excellence’s report A Nation At Risk, began to put accountability
for outcomes at the forefront of policy. Tellingly, since 1988, in spite of federal legislation
supposedly directed at achieving that goal, achievement gaps have grown.
Moreover, federal support for bilingual education has completely dried up. In December
2015, Congress passed President Obama’s Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which replaced
No Child Left Behind (NCLB). Transition from NCLB to ESSA occurred over the 2016-2017
school year. Full implementation of ESSA began in the 2017-2018 schoolyear. ESSA is the
latest reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965. There is
no recognition of nor encouragement for the development of bilingualism or biliteracy anywhere
in the entire text of the new ESSA document. The focus is on learning English through
instruction exclusively in English. This emphasis contrasts to the ESEA prior to NCLB, when
Title VII, The Bilingual Education Act, gave explicit recognition to the societal importance of
bilingualism, an acknowledgement that has not been restored under ESSA.
On the city level, Puerto Rican educational and community activists in New York today
no longer see bilingual/multicultural education as the important educational issue that it was for
them in 1968 (Reyes, 2006a). Betty Rosa, Chancellor of the New York State Board of Regents
at the time of this writing, and Luis Reyes, Regent, went to meet with Aspira and the Puerto
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Rican Legal Defense Fund (now LatinoJustice) to discuss what needed to be done to preserve the
Aspira Consent Decree and bilingual education in New York City, the organizations showed no
interest in fighting the city anymore. Reyes opined, “Bilingual education is no longer a Puerto
Rican issue. Most Puerto Ricans speak English by now” (Luis Reyes, personal communication,
October 28, 2014). There exists a consensus among the New York City Puerto Rican
community that while bilingual/multicultural education may constitute an important ingredient in
raising Latino academic achievement, larger systemic and educational reforms are needed as
well (Reyes, 2006a). Promoting bilingualism among minority students in schools cannot cure all
the “savage inequality” that exists in the U.S. public school system (Hannah-Jones, 2016: Kozol,
2012).
Since the election of Donald Trump as president and a Republican majority in Congress,
we have been witnessing a total assault on the educational gains brought about through the War
on Poverty. On January 23, 2017, Republican Steve King of Iowa introduced House Bill 610,
“Choices in Education Act of 2017.” This bill repeals the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act of 1965 (ESEA) and limits the authority of the Department of Education to awarding block
grants to states. Through the establishment of a voucher system, the bill will defund public
schools and eliminate the principle of equal opportunity in education that ESSA guarantees. In
addition, H.B. 610 abolishes the Nutritional Act of 2012 (No Hungry Kids Act) which provides
nutritional standards for school breakfast and lunch. School segregation has only intensified
after Brown, with unequal funding formulas depriving schools in poor areas of the resources they
need to fully thrive (Hannah-Jones, 2016; Kucsera & Orfield, 2014).
The year 1968 was auspicious for revolt and new possibilities. Protests took place all
over the western world. There were struggles for completely transforming ways of living and
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being. Political imagination became the fabric of everyday life in 1968. People could imagine
another world and making it happen. P.S. 25 formed part of this imaginary, and the endurance of
P.S. 25 extends the legacy of grassroots schooling activism past the victories and defeats of the
mid-1960s. In discussing revolutionary pedagogies for educators today, Roger I. Simon (2000)
considers “transactional spheres of public memory,” or taking memory of past events to recreate
present and future. It behooves us as educators to explore models from the past that provided
equal educational opportunity for Latinos and African Americans such as those enacted at P.S.
25 to provide us with possibilities for the present.
Putting it another way, the late Stuart Hall (1986) wrote, “Social forces which lose out in
any particular historical period do not thereby disappear from the terrain of struggle; nor is
struggle in such circumstances suspended”.51 The presence of bilingual education programs in
schools today is both a reminder of earlier struggles and a note of possibility for future efforts
toward school equity and social justice. Despite budget cuts and the rise of neoliberal policies
that have impoverished urban public education, bilingual education has been codified in New
York City public schools. A knowledge of the history of bilingual education in New York City,
and in particular its realization at P.S. 25, has much to offer activists, educators, and others who
seek a more equitable educational system today.

51

Hall’s essay is essential reading for all those who seek a “dynamic historic analytic framework” for viewing
activism in historical periods when retrenchment and backlash are ascendant, such as in post-1968 United States.
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APPENDIX A: CLUB BORINQUEN, BENJAMIN FRANKLIN HIGH SCHOOL

Fig A1: Photo from Community memories of East Harlem. Collection of photographs by
Leonard Covello. Historical society of Pennsylvania. Retrieved from:
https://hsp.org/sites/default/files/images/lesson_2_-_gallery_community_memories.pdf
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APPENDIX B: THEORETICAL MODEL FOR BILINGUAL INSTRUCTION AT P.S. 25

Fig. B1: The Theoretical Model. In Fontaine, H., Rivera, C.S., & Pagán, M. (1968,
August). A model for the implementation of the elementary school curriculum through
bilingual education. New York: Board of Education. p. 2.
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APPENDIX C: THEORETICAL MODEL OF BILINGUAL INSTRUCTIONAL
PATTERN BY SUBJECT AREA FOR GRADES K THROUGH 6 IN MINUTES
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Fig. C1-7: Theoretical Model of Bilingual Instructional Pattern for Grades K-6. In
Fontaine, H., Rivera, C.S., & Pagán, M. (1968, August). A model for the implementation of
the elementary school curriculum through bilingual education. New York: Board of
Education. pp. 3-5.
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APPENDIX D: NATIVE TO SECOND LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION RATIOS

Fig. D1: Comparison of Theoretical NS Ratios with Actual NS Ratios for Classes Starting
in Sept. 1968 and Continuing Through Sixth Grade. In Fontaine, H., Rivera, C.S., &
Pagán, M. (1968, August). A model for the implementation of the elementary school
curriculum through bilingual education. New York: Board of Education. p. 7.
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APPENDIX E: LIST OF FAMOUS PEOPLE
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Fig. E1 and E2: Algunos personajes ilustres/Some famous people. Nieto, S. (1972). Curso de
español como segundo idioma. Cuarto grado. New York: Board of Education. pp. 64-68.
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APPENDIX F: LUIS CARTAGENA AND A VEJIGANTE FROM THE AFRO-HISPANIC
MUSEUM/EL MUSEO AFRO-HISPANICO
(PHOTO: BOTTOM LEFT)

Fig. F1: Photo of Luis Cartagena and Vejigante. In Bolano, D. (1984, June 13). “La
Escuela Bilingüe Número 25 del Distrito Escolar 7.” Noticias del Mundo, p. 7.
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APPENDIX G: PUERTO RICANISMS AND ANGLICISMS
THAT SHOULD BE CORRECTED
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Fig. G1 and G2: Nieto, S. (n.d.). Curso de español para estudiantes hispanohablantes del
primer grado/First grade Spanish curriculum for Spanish speakers. New York: Board of
Education. pp. 127-128.
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APPENDIX H: ANGLICISMOS Y PALABRAS MAL USADAS/ANGLICISMS AND
INCORRECTLY USED WORDS

Fig H1: Vargas, H. (n.d.). Curso de español como vernaculo para estudiantes del segundo
grado/Second grade Spanish language curriculum for native speakers. New York: Board of
Education. pp. 75 -76.
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APPENDIX I: COVER PAGE: UN NINO LLAMADO MANUEL

Fig. I1: Zayas, M. (n.d.). Un niño llamado Manuel. New York: Curriculum Adaptation
Network for Bilingual Bicultural Education (CANBBE) Northeast Regional Adaptation
Center.
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Appendix J: Time Measurements of English and Spanish
Language Instruction in Actual Time

Fig. J1: Classes Visited By the Federal Accounting Office. From Title VII Compliance
Report. December 20, 1972. Washington, D.C.: Federal Accounting Office.
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Fig. J2: Lopez-Santiago, A., Shore, M.S. (1971, May 11). Content Analysis Schedule for
Bilingual Education Programs: The Bilingual School, P.S. 25. Washington, D.C.: Office of
Education, Division of Bilingual Education. p. 10.
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APPENDIX K: Board Of Education’s Proposals for
25 New Bilingual Education Programs For 1971-1972

Fig. K1: Title VII Proposals for 1971-1972. New York: Board of Education.
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APPENDIX L: CULTURAL PERFORMANCES
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Fig. L1-15 Photos of cultural performances at P.S. 25 from private collection of Muriel
Pagán.
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APPENDIX M: JOGGING CLUB AND RUNATHON
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Fig M1-2: Photos of Jogging Club and Fifth Annual Runathon from The Bilingual School,
Public School 25. 1968-1983. Fifteenth Anniversary Journal.
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APPENDIX N: POEM FOR CARMEN RODRIGUEZ UPON HER RETIREMENT.
LUIS CARTAGENA, AUTHOR

Fig. N1: Cartagena, L.A. (1983, March). Carmen. From the private collection of Muriel
Pagán.
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APPENDIX O: ADIOS A LA ESCUELA BILINGÜE

Fig. O1: Class song: Adios a la Escuela Bilingüe from The Bilingual School, Public School
25. 1968-1983. Fifteenth Anniversary Journal.
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APPENDIX P: EVELINA ANTONETTY

Fig. P1: Image retrieved from:
https://www.google.com/search?tbm=isch&source=hp&biw=1188&bih=436&ei=cgabW7G
NK6yc_Qafr4PQCA&q=evelina+lopez+antonetty&oq=evelina+antonet&gs_l=img.1.0.0i8i3
0j0i24.2050.4508..7214...0.0..0.121.827.14j1......0....1..gws-wizimg.......0j0i30.QjqWYa4_1GQ on September 13, 2018.
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APPENDIX Q: HERNAN LAFONTAINE

Fig. Q1: Photo of Hernán LaFontaine from the private collection of Hernán and Evelyn
LaFontaine.
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APPENDIX R: LUIS CARTAGENA

Fig. R1: Photo of Luis Cartagena from the private collection of Muriel Pagán.
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APPENDIX S: JOSE SERRANO

Fig S1: Photo of Assemblyman José E. Serrano from The Bilingual School, Public School
25. 1968-1983. Fifteenth Anniversary Journal.
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